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ACADEMIC YEAR: 2010– 2011
PART A: GENERAL INFORMATION
Subject area and awards being examined:
School of: Geography
Programme(s) / Module(s):

Subject(s): Geographical Information Systems
awards: (e.g. BA/BSc/MSc
MSc
etc.)

MSc in GIS
MSc/PgC GIS (Open Distance Learning)

The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than 6 weeks after the relevant
meeting of the Board of Examiners, to exexadmin@leeds.ac.uk.
Alternatively you can post your report to:
Head of Academic Quality and Standards,
Academic Quality and Standards Team,
Room 12:81, EC Stoner Building,
The University of Leeds, Leeds LS2 9JT

PART B: COMMENTS FOR THE INSTITUTION ON THE EXAMINATION PROCESS AND
STANDARDS
Matters for Urgent Attention
If there are any areas which you think require urgent attention before the programme is offered again please note them in this
box.

Only applicable in first year of appointment
Were you provided with copies of previous relevant External Examiners’ reports and the response of the School to these?

For Examiners completing their term of appointment
Please comment on your experience of the programme(s) over the period of your appointment, remarking in particular on
changes from year to year and the progressive development and enhancement of the learning and teaching provision, on
standards achieved, on marking and assessment and the procedures of the School.

Standards
1. Please indicate the extent to which the programme aims and intended learning outcomes (ILOs) were
commensurate with the level of the award?
•
•

The appropriateness of the intended learning outcomes for the programme(s)/modules and of the structure and content
of the programme(s);
The extent to which standards are appropriate for the award or award element under consideration.

I am happy that the breadth of material covered in the course related to such outcomes continues to compare very
favourably with other Masters schemes offered elsewhere in the UK and builds substantially on the expertise of the
teaching staff in crucial areas of computational geography. The ILOs provide clear indications of what is needed to
achieve a Masters in this area and coursework assessments are, in the majority of cases, appropriate to the
learning outcomes. The general nature of assessments is comparable in terms of standards to comparative GIS
courses at the Masters level in the UK.
I do however have some particular comments on the structure of some of the modules syllabuses which may be
clarified during my meetings with the various module leaders in 2012. One module which could be reviewed for
example is GEOG5231 Geographical Information and Planning. I need to state up-front that I taught this module in
2000 when employed by the University. However, the syllabus content looks remarkably similar and I would
suggest that the rationale (and content) for this module should be looked at by the course team (this is also alluded
to by the module leader in response to the moderator’s comments). When I taught the module it was at a time
when GIS had a big take-up in planning authorities which were often seen as drivers for GIS developments and so
the bulk of my teaching related to operational and strategic benefits of GIS in a ‘typical’ local authority planning
department/authority.
Arguably things have not advanced in some of these types of authorities at the pace of other developments in the
GIS industry, and the gap between ‘real-world’ and academic practice in areas such as Planning Support Systems
and urban modelling continues to widen. Now may therefore be a good time to see how this module relates to
material presented in other modules offered in the scheme in order to reduce any potential areas of overlap (e.g. in
GIS and health, GIS and crime, web-based GIS) and also to reflect emerging areas such as Qualitative GIS/links to
social networking technologies/crowd sourcing. Again, without seeing detailed material for this module, I cannot be
sure that this is not already being addressed but I would suggest the content (and associated assessments) be
reviewed. I appreciate the fact that the previous module leader left the University and so the module leaders have
had relatively little time to address some of these points but perhaps this can be looked at and the appropriate
levels of resourcing made available by the School.
I also agree with the module moderators comments that there is scope I think for a more focused assessment since
there is quite a bit of leeway in the range of current assessment titles for GEOG5231M which, given the relatively
low maximum word counts, may mean that potentially weaker students do not address the main requirements of
the essay/task and do not cover the requested salient points. I also take it as read that most students will consult
the Internet (admittedly to varying degrees) so I would remove that as an explicit requirement as it could be
misconstrued by potentially weaker students and has led to difficulties in some cases of judging where the students
own work begins and ends.
I think the other areas of content where there should be some discussion by the team concerns the Census. Clearly
the type and extent of material based on or around the Census builds on the expertise of the members of staff who
have international reputations in this field. This is reflected in the content of the current syllabuses for the relevant
modules. Given current debates over the future of the Census in the UK, perhaps now would be a good time to
introduce material related to potential alternative sources if, as looks likely, the traditional census is not to be
retained. Again this may have been introduced already to the course in the different modules – but maybe this
could be explicitly brought together in a new or existing module or even form the basis of a re-vamped GI &
Planning module.
I am happy to discuss these points in more detail with the course team at our meeting in February, 2012.
2. Did the aims and ILOs meet the expectations of the national subject benchmark (where relevant)?
•

The comparability of the programme(s) with similar programme(s) at other institutions and against national benchmarks
and the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications.

3. Please comment on the assessment methods and the appropriateness of these to the ILOs?
•
•

The design and structure of the assessment methods, and the arrangements for the marking of modules and the
classification of awards;
The quality of teaching, learning and assessment methods that may be indicated by student
performance.

As with the material I reviewed last year, the breadth of types of assessment methods provided addresses the
majority of the learning outcomes and I conclude that there is a good balance of essay type questions and practical
assessment testing a range of skills in relation to outcomes. I was asked to look at the assessments for GEOG5231

GIS and Planning and a sample of scripts for GEOG5980 and GEOG5101 Census Analysis and Geodemographics
(for full time and distance learning cohorts) and GEOG5195M Geodemographics and Data Marketing.
Generally levels of feedback are excellent across the majority of modules but I do think that some attention is given
to ensure consistent levels of feedback are provided across the range of modules to address the perception of a
small minority of students that feedback may be lacking for certain modules. This may particularly the case for
Distance Learning students. Perhaps the Course director could draw attention to instances of “Best Practice” to
reflect generally high levels of feedback and this could, in turn, be passed to all module leaders.
On reflection I also feel that students should be reminded at the outset of the course that any comments they have
on the types and levels of feedback should be directed firstly to the module leaders who should act as their first
‘port of call’ if they feel they require more detailed feedback. This may not have happened in all cases for the
current cohort but perhaps can be encouraged from the outset by the Course Director.
4. Were students given adequate opportunity to demonstrate their achievement of the aims and ILOs?
•
•

The academic standards demonstrated by the students and, where possible, their performance in relation to students
on comparable courses;
The strengths and weaknesses of the students as a cohort.

I am happy with the overall marking standards that are being consistently applied and with the moderation
processes in place. The range and types of assessment do permit the overall quality of the students to be
assessed in what after all, is a Masters degree. It is obvious that these are set explicitly to stretch students “to think
outside the box” and not to regard the degree as an exercise in push button GIS which is always a problem when
teaching commercially available software package such as ArcGIS/MapInfo and even open source packages such
as Quantum. Again within reason the strengths and weaknesses fluctuate from cohort to cohort and I see no
dramatic changes in quality over the 2 years I have been an external but recognise that this might not be enough
time to gauge overall trends.
There do seem to be a number of instances this year where students are doing particularly well in their module
coursework but where these ‘typical’ grades are not being replicated in their dissertation project marks. In fairness
the typical types of reasons for such cases are perhaps common to other universities including on our own Masters
GIS in Glamorgan and there are no easy solutions. However, perhaps some thought should be given by the course
team as to why this is the case for the individuals concerned and potential remedies sought in terms of, for
example, further mentoring/advice sessions, especially for Distance Learning students and/or for those students for
whom English is not their first language, if the team feel this is part of an on-going trend.
5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment
on the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
6. The nature and effectiveness of enhancements to the programme(s) and modules since the previous
year
It would be particularly helpful if you could also identify areas of good practice which are worthy of wider dissemination.

I have been sent a set of exam board minutes and been able to track changes in the respective handbooks and
seen suggestions for some changes for next year in the module moderation forms for sample modules. To get a
bigger picture it may be useful in subsequent years to send to the external these forms for all modules in order to
gauge the proposed changes suggested by module leaders across the scheme in its entirety and to specifically
highlight how student feedback has influenced any proposed amendments. I note in passing that levels of student
feedback as represented by completed end-of-module forms are relatively low (at least for the modules I looked at)
and again it would be useful if the team could outline plans to try to improve the response rates and to try to ensure
a more representative range of comments/suggestions from the students. Again I appreciate these problems are
common across other universities and courses but some ideas on what enhancements the students perceive as
being important (e.g. in terms of syllabus content or forms/extent of assessment) and how they are being
addressed on a year-on-year basis could prove useful (even though of course it will not directly impact those
students that have just completed those modules).
7. The influence of research on the curriculum and learning and teaching
This may include examples of curriculum design informed by current research in the subject; practice informed by
research; students undertaking research.

The continued high levels of research performance of the staff involved in the MSc GIS team are reflected in the
module contents I have reviewed and ensure students benefit from the cutting edge research being undertaken by
researchers within the School both in terms of module content and modes of teaching.

The Examination Process
8. The University and its Schools provide guidance for External Examiners as to their roles, powers and
responsibilities. Please indicate whether this material was sufficient for you to act effectively as an
External Examiner?

•

Whether external examiners have sufficient access to the material needed to make the required judgements and
whether they are encouraged to request additional information.

As with my last report I am content with the extent and types of information being provided by the Course Director
and with the examination procedures. I am also satisfied that samples of work that are provided give a
representative cross-section of the assessments being submitted. As stated above it would be useful to see
moderation forms for all modules next year but I aim to examine these for 2010 in more detail in my visit in
February. It would also be useful to meet face-to-face with full-time and Distance Learning MSc GIS students next
year. Although the Module feedback surveys and the summaries in the Module Moderation Forms are useful I
would like to meet a sample of students to get their detailed impression on the course and their detailed opinions
on the levels and forms of assessment. If needbe, as with my previous experiences as examiner at the University
of Ulster, I am happy to be contacted directly by any of the Distance Learning students who would like to provide
more input into these discussions.
9. Did you receive appropriate documentation relating to the programmes and/or parts of programmes
for which you have responsibility, e.g. programme specifications or module handbooks?
•

The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to external examiners and whether they match the explicit roles
they are asked to perform.

I was sent markers comments, mark agreement forms and module mark sheets for these cohorts of students. I was
also sent a set of exam board minutes and a copy of the University’s External Examiners Handbook 2010-2011 as
well as a copy of the Taught Students Handbooks 2010-2011. I have looked at the TPG programme specifications
for all the programmes via the public access catalogues in order to examine specific module descriptions.
10. Was sufficient assessed/examination work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work?
I was sent a subset of dissertations for GEOG5160 (both for full-time and distance learning students (eight in total)
and gave my detailed comments on each paying particular attention to a number of theses where the mark did not
reflect the marks of the respective students on other modules. On the whole my marks and comments mirror those
of the internal examiners and where they deviate these were taken into account during the exam board. In addition,
a full set of scripts for GEOG5231 GIS and Planning was provided (which forms the basis of my comments above)
and a sample of scripts for GEOG5980 and GEOG5101 Census analysis and Geodemographics (for full time and
distance learning cohorts) and GEOG5191 Geodemographics and Data Marketing. Overall I feel therefore that I
have been sent sufficient levels of assessed material in order to evaluate standards of coursework. I also intend
looking at material from the other modules (including the compulsory modules – Principles of GIS, Using GIS and
Quantitative and Spatial methods) in two planned visits in February and June of 2012.
11. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of
the Board of Examiners?
Again most of the examining was done by correspondence because of double booking. I will be visiting the
University in February and June next year but I would appreciate advance notice of potential dates in November
2012 when I am required to attend so that these will be booked in my diary. My teaching and administrative duties
in <<<>>> are stacked up in the first two months of term and so it is often difficult for me to attend meetings in
Leeds at really short notice in those months.
12. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and
medical evidence?
As evidenced from the minutes of the Exam Boards, I am content that the mitigating circumstances of students
have been considered and are regularly reported in special cases meetings and that procedures are in place to try
to assist and support students in these circumstances through their Masters studies. Such procedures will be
something I can examine in more detail from the student perspective on my visits in February/June 2012.

For Examiners involved in Mentoring Arrangements
If you have acted as a mentor to a new external examiner or have received mentor support
please comment here on the arrangements.

N/A

Other Comments
Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form.
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