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The University of Leeds

EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2012– 2013
Part A: General Information

Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:

Chemistry

Subject(s):

Chemistry (including Joint Honours programmes)

Programme(s) / Module(s):

Awards (e.g. BA/BSc/MSc etc):

BSc, MChem

Completed report
The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than six 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
Not applicable

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?
Not applicable

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
Not applicable

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 saw ample evidence that intended learning outcomes were commensurate with the levels of the awards made. For
example, the highly rigorous means by which research project reports and literature reports were evaluated (lab
component in the case of research projects, written thesis, oral assessment, poster presentation) gave learners a number
of different mechanisms through which to show the level of their acquired knowledge and expertise, and their overall
calibre. Thus, the standards demonstrated are wholly appropriate for the awards made. The structure and content of the
programmes are also wholly appropriate and fully justified.

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.
Certainly. Since 2002 I have acted as undergraduate external examiner for organic chemistry at the universities of <>, <>,
<> and <>, and I have just completed a four-year cycle of undergraduate examining in organic chemistry at <>. I am fully
satisfied that the quality of the work from Leeds I looked at compares favourably with that from these institutions: I would
put it on a par with the best of these, and with my own institution.

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.
I am fully satisfied that the design/structure of assessment methods, and arrangements for the marking of modules and
classification of awards are fully consistent with the intended learning outcomes. The students’ performance reflects a
fairly broad range of abilities; I am happy that these widely-varying performance levels are in no way a reflection of any
deficiencies in teaching or assessment.

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.
The students whose work I reviewed spanned the full range of ability, from third-class BSc (Hons) students, to highachieving, first-class MChem students. The best students produced project work of graduate-level quality; the weaker
students clearly struggled with some fairly fundamental concepts. This is as expected; it is heartening to learn that with
higher entry requirements for the cohorts coming through the system currently, a less significant tail is anticipated in future
graduating years.

5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment on
the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
Not applicable

6. Please comment on 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.
The new CHEM5621 module Advanced Topics in Chemistry is excellent. It offers a wide range of advanced topics across
diverse areas of chemistry, and also a good variety of methods of assessment. In particular, the Stereoselective Synthesis
topic offers the previously unavailable opportunity to provide instruction in advanced stereochemistry, particularly in the
context of asymmetric synthesis. The variety of course material and methods of assessment is such that students are not
able to select narrowly, in terms of their interests or their preferred way of being evaluated, and this breadth is a
commendably strong point.

7. Please comment on 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 strength of chemistry research at Leeds is well reflected in the curriculum. Medicinal chemistry is a particularly strong
theme, and this is prominent in a good proportion of the organic chemistry final-year research projects. This extends also
to excellent modules based on medicinal chemistry/chemical biology.

For Examiners involved in mentoring arrangements

8. If you have acted as a mentor to a new External Examiner or have received mentor support please comment
here on the arrangements
Not applicable

The Examination/Assessment Process

9. 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.
All these provisions and arrangements were wholly satisfactory.

10. 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, marking criteria?


The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to External Examiners and whether they match the explicit roles they
are asked to perform.
All these provisions and arrangements were wholly satisfactory.

11. Were you provided with all draft examination papers/assessments? Was the nature and level of the
questions appropriate? If not, were suitable arrangements made to consider your comments?
Yes – these were provided in a timely fashion, and my comments were dealt with in a wholly satisfactory way.

12. Was sufficient assessed / examined work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work? Were the scripts clearly marked/annotated?

Certainly – examiners were provided with abundant examples of scripts and project reports upon which to base our
evaluations. I have two major points concerning evaluation of assessment methods.
Firstly, although the research projects were clearly marked and annotated, there was – again – substantial variation in the
comprehensiveness of the comments provided by markers on the pro forma mark sheets, and in the degree of annotation
of marked project dissertations. This made it difficult to see in every case precisely how marks had been determined,
notwithstanding a detailed marking scheme linking dissertation attributes to numerical marks. A solution to this – which I
suggested last year – would be to provide a much more extensive pro forma, giving markers ample space in which to
provide a full justification of the marks awarded in each category of assessment. This would be simple to put in place, and
would go a long way towards eradicating this unwelcome variation in the apparent thoroughness with which projects are
evaluated.
Secondly, it was not possible for any of the external examiners to view the confidential project reports by students carrying
out their year in industry projects, and because we were not granted access to the reports, it was impossible for us to
reach any view at all concerning the appropriateness of the marks given. It was stated that confidentiality issues prevented
the reports being viewed outside the company in which the work had been carried out. Instead, examiners were allowed to
see non-confidential summary reports from the year in industry, but the three I looked at varied hugely, with some being
detailed reports including redacted molecular structures, whilst others were near-worthless, short, generic accounts.
My strong belief is that if companies which participate in academic programmes with the University through hosting
placement students are not prepared to allow the work carried out to be subject to normal academic practices such as
review by external examiners, they should be replaced by organisations that are prepared to engage fully in the academic
process. Confidentiality Disclosure Agreements (CDAs) are a standard, commonly-used way of allowing external
examiners to review project work without compromising the company’s intellectual property in any way; these are in place
to cover industrial placement students at my own institution. In my view, it is wholly unacceptable that there be no
mechanism whereby the marks awarded for placement project work can be reviewed by external assessors.

13. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
Yes – there was clearly a wide range of literature and project-based dissertations from which students could make their
selections. Methods of assessment were appropriate, but see section 12 above regarding standards of assessment.

14. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of the
Board of Examiners? Were you able to attend the meeting? Were you satisfied with the recommendations
of the Board?
This was excellent – I would like to commend <> and in particular, new colleague <> for arrangements which were
outstanding in every respect. Particularly helpful was the provision of booklets of examination module marks,
project/dissertation marks and exam scripts, well in advance of the meeting. This is by no means standard practice, in my
experience.

15. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
Yes. Again, this was handled in excellent fashion, with clarity, transparency and sensitivity.

Other comments

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

I have again enjoyed looking at course curricula, evaluating examination procedures, reviewing assessed work from students,
and interacting with academic colleagues and staff involved in the examinations process. I think Leeds offers a very strong
course, whose best graduates clearly are excellent. As stated above, the new CHEM5621 module Advanced Topics in
Chemistry is excellent, offering a wide range of advanced topics across diverse areas of chemistry, and also a good variety of
methods of assessment.
Two of the organic chemistry-based papers, CHEM 3180 Organic Synthesis and CHEM5117M Advanced Organic Synthesis for
Fine Chemicals and Pharmaceutical Synthesis had similar marks profiles, with high numbers of failing students (26% and 25%,
respectively) and low average marks (around 50% in both cases). However, these both were excellent, searching papers,
covering a wide range of chemistry and drawing on a diverse knowledge base. I am very much in favour of what are in effect
synoptic organic chemistry papers, but I think higher levels of achievement could be anticipated if students were given more
time in the exam. Both these very meaty, searching papers were allocated only two hours, and I think students would have a
better chance of showing the true extent of their knowledge and understanding if they had more time to answer the questions.
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The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2012– 2013
Part A: General Information
Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:

Science / Chemistry

Subject(s):

Chemistry

Programme(s) / Module(s):

All undergraduate Chemistry programmes

Awards (e.g. BA/BSc/MSc etc):

BSc and MChem

Completed report
The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than six 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
No matters require urgent attention

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?
N/A
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
There have been no major programme changes over the last three years but the amendments that have been made, including
those in response to examiners' comments, have been beneficial. Examination marks and research project take-up showed that
the measures taken to address student aversion to Physical Chemistry (which is not unusual) appear to have been successful,
and the introduction of the 'Advanced Topics' module has enhanced the final year of the MChem programme. One particular
Inorganic module still requires attention and the module team has undertaken to address this. Overall, the quality of provision
and the standards achieved are high and I have confidence in the assessment procedures. Administrative arrangements have
been excellent throughout and I enjoyed the meetings with BSc students as well as the opportunity to talk with final year MChem
students during the poster session. Whilst I am still not comfortable with the use of a 20-90 mark scale and associated grades, it
is clear that the School's procedures ensure that this does not result in classifications that would be out of line with those
awarded at other comparable Chemistry Departments/Schools.

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.
The programmes provide good coverage of material with a clear progression of ILOs from year to year and the high
standards, as judged by the documentation provided to the external examiners, are entirely appropriate to BSc and
MChem awards.

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.
Programmes compare well with those of Chemistry Departments/Schools in equivalent research-intensive UK Universities
and they have clearly been designed to meet the Royal Society of Chemistry accreditation requirements. There is ample
evidence to demonstrate compliance with FHEQ descriptors at levels 6 and 7 for BSc and MChem programmes
respectively.

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.
Overall, the structures of the module examination papers are good and provide opportunities for all students within a
cohort to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding, while the range of methods used to assess the final year
research project is appropriate for this important component, which contributes a major proportion of the marks. Student
performances indicate that the variety of methods used and the marking protocols are resulting in a fair assessment of
students' abilities and correct classification of awards.

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.
Student performances, as judged by the material provided to external examiners and from interactions with students at the
final year poster session for research projects, were in line with their position in the class list and were comparable with
those of students at similar institutions. The research project continues to provide the opportunity for students to highlight
their individual strengths.

5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment on
the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
N/A

6. Please comment on 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.
The main change to the MChem programmes was the introduction of the compulsory Advanced Topics module in year 4,
which aims to provide a different way of presenting and assessing advancved material at FHEQ level 7. This appears to
have been successful and has broadened the scope of assessment, which should be commended.

7. Please comment on 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 progression of ILOs through the programmes is accompanied by an increasing influence of staff research on module
content until the students are fully immersed in the research environment during their final year project. Reference to
contemporary research is included in lecture courses to illustrate the relevance to modern scientific challenges.
For Examiners involved in mentoring arrangements

8. 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

The Examination/Assessment Process

9. 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.
Documentation provided by the University and the procedures implemented by the School provide external examiners with
all relevant information and material necessary for us to fulfil our duties.

10. 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, marking criteria?


The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to External Examiners and whether they match the explicit roles they
are asked to perform.
All documentation regarding programme structure, module content and marking criteria was provided in high quality
booklets, as were all marks and examination papers.

11. Were you provided with all draft examination papers/assessments? Was the nature and level of the
questions appropriate? If not, were suitable arrangements made to consider your comments?
Draft examination papers were provided in good time and responses to comments were prompt. In general, all questions
were well structured, although an issue with one component of an Inorganic module was raised and will be considered by
the module team.

12. Was sufficient assessed / examined work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work? Were the scripts clearly marked/annotated?
All marked scripts were available and well organised so that individual pieces of work were easily located. In general,
markers provided useful annotations to indicate how marks were obtained.

13. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
Topics for research projects were certainly appropriate for MChem students, and changes made to the supervisor
assessment pro-forma in response to examiners' comments have improved the transparency and accountability of the
process.

14. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of the
Board of Examiners? Were you able to attend the meeting? Were you satisfied with the recommendations
of the Board?
Despite changes in key personnel, the administrative changeover was seamless and arrangements were again excellent.
The Board of Examiners meeting dealt with all business in a professional and efficient manner and the external examiners
were happy with all of the recommendations.

15. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
It is evident that the School has a good pastoral support system. Consequently, the detailed information and explanations
of cases involving extenuating circumstances were very clear and useful to the external examiners.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form
I thank the administrative staff for all of their help during my term as external examiner, which made my job much easier than it
might otherwise have been. Thanks also for the excellent hospitality and I wish the School every success in the future.
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