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The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2014– 2015
Part A: General Information
Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:

Chemistry

Subject(s):

Chemistry, Medicinal Chemistry, Joint Honours

Programme(s) / Module(s):

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

BSc, MChem

Name and home Institution / affiliation of Examiner
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 Quality Assurance
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
.

Nothing requiring 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?

NA
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
I have witnessed a number of positive changes in the content of the programmes over my term as external examiner. The
standard is very good and the physical chemistry papers do provide a rigorous test of the students. The main changes have
been in the final year where different forms of assessment were introduced and last year the course was substantially reorganised. There was perhaps a slightly negative impact on results this year due probably to unfamiliarity with the new
organisation but on the whole I find the changes to be an improvement. One potentially problematic issue is the wide spread in
average marks for the different modules in the final year. I am not in favour of insisting on a narrow range of allowed average
marks (as is the case elsewhere) but on the other hand a wide spread could potentially disadvantage students who take the
more difficult modules.
I found that generally my comments were listened to and acted on where possible over the period. The preparation of
paperwork, particularly the exam papers, has improved immensely while I have been in this role and the staff (both academic
and support) are to be commended on this. The support staff are very competent and helpful and we are provided with exam
paperwork in good time. Also the arrangements made for the external examiners meeting in June were very good and we had
access to all the paperwork we required with exam papers and project reports clearly laid out in the meeting room.
There does however seem to be a problem with timing of the external examiners visit and School Board of Examiners meeting
in June. To meet University deadlines, the external examiners are sent lists of results to be signed and returned in advance of
the meeting. This does not make sense. We are not in a position to properly check these lists – and the deadline for returning
the signed papers is extremely short. This year a number of corrections had to be made during our meeting in Leeds. I would

urge that both the School and central University reconsider the timing of deadlines and meetings to avoid this happening in
future. Each year I have complained about the University procedure of squeezing the scale of exam marks – this is not
appropriate for a subject like chemistry (if indeed for any subject) and should be stopped. Finally, as someone who has a
notoriously unreliable memory, it would help to be reminded about the external examiners report and be sent a link to the form
ca. 1 week after the meeting.
We had the opportunity to meet with a selection of undergraduates during our visit in May and this provided useful insight into
the courses and how they are perceived by the students. The students are generally happy with the support they get and the
course provision. There were just a few (not very serious) complaints, the main ones being the lack of coordination of deadlines,
too few demonstrators in the teaching labs particularly for projects, over-reliance on exams for assessment, lack of career
guidance and the request that Med Chem teaching labs be scheduled to allow overnight reactions (i.e. not on Fridays). The
majority were very positive about the newly introduced Lecture Capture, the online tutorial questions (particularly for revision)
and the literature project. The school projects were very popular with the BSc students.
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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 programme content, aims and ILOs are appropriate for the level of the awards.

2.

Did the Aims and ILOs meet the expectations of the national subject benchmark (where relevant)?


3.

The comparability of the programme(s) with similar programme(s) at other institutions and against national benchmarks and
the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications.
Yes.
The programme is at least on a par with other comparable Russell Group University Chemistry departments and comfortably
meets national benchmarks.

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.
The assessment methods, marking and preparation of the paperwork used to determine the classification of awards were
explained and were of a good standard (a few minor errors in the marking/paperwork were noted this year but the response
of the staff to a request to recheck was extremely good and quick).
The new assessment for the MChem students (poster presentation and very short oral presentation) at an event scheduled
in May (attended by the external examiners) worked very well. I was impressed by the enthusiasm of the students and by
the very high quality of their presentations. The timing was much better than previously since the students had had more
time to work on their projects. It might be worth reconsidering the allocation of marks (equally divided between poster and
presentation) to give more weight to the poster presentation. The assessment, in which all staff present participated, worked
very well.

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.
Yes, the mixture of exam work, continuous assessment, project work and the new poster event all combined to provide the
students with adequate opportunities for demonstrating their achievements. There are some statistical fluctuations
in performance across the years but this does not provide significant cause for concern.

5.

For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment on
the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
NA

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 impact of the major changes to the organisation of the final year course will become more apparent after it has bedded
in. The change in the oral presentations by the MChem students, replacing longer talks with a very short
presentations to all MChem students and staff followed by a very lively poster session was an excellent innovation
and should be widely disseminated. The enthusiastic participation of many staff members was noted and it is to be
hoped that this continues in future years.

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.
This is most obvious in the context of the project work where the students are properly embedded in research groups. The
influence of research activities can also be clearly detected in the advanced courses, as one would expect.

8.

Where the programme forms part of an Integrated PhD, please comment on the appropriateness of the
programme as training for a PhD
NA

For Examiners involved in mentoring arrangements

9.

If you have acted as a mentor to a new External Examiner or have received mentor support please
comment here on the arrangements
NA
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The Examination/Assessment Process

10. 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.
Yes, detailed information was provided and it was not necessary to request additional information (however I am sure that
would have been quickly provided if necessary)

11. 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.
Yes, we were provided with very comprehensive information.

12. 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, the nature and level was generally appropriate. There was the opportunity to feed back detailed comments and these
were taken into consideration. As usual I found only very minor issues with the exam questions/answers and mainly of a
typographical nature. The paperwork was sent in good time and was well prepared.

13. 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?
Yes. We had full access to exam scripts and final year reports. The marking was fair, however, there was a wide range in
the extent of annotation that different markers provided. Some more insistence on clear annotation from all markers would
help the work of the external examiners

14. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
Yes, there was a good range and spot checks by all examiners provided confidence that the marks were appropriate. It
would be useful to have access to both copies of the marked final year reports, particularly if the available report was marked
with very few annotations. The summary sheet that is completed by markers is, however, very helpful.

15. 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?
My only complaint is with the timing of the meeting (external examiners and Board of Examiners) in relation to University
deadlines that means it is required to sign off results lists before the meeting in Leeds. There are often very tight deadlines
for signing lists sent out to the external examiners when it is not possible for the external examiners to properly and carefully
check the correctness (if they happen to be available at all). I would like to recommend that the scheduling is reconsidered.
The administrative arrangements were excellent. We attended the Board of Examiners meeting and I was satisfied with the
recommendations of the Board.

16. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
Yes. We were carefully briefed and had access to all relevant papers.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form
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The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2014– 2015
Part A: General Information
Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:

Chemistry

Subject(s):

Chemistry - including joint honours programmes and natural sciences

Programme(s) / Module(s):

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

BSc, MChem

Name and home Institution / affiliation of Examiner
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 Quality Assurance
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?

Yes
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



2.

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.
A modern course leading to a degree in chemistry and joint honours programmes should not only give an excellent
foundation of scientific knowledge but also training in a variety of skills including communication (written and oral), the
ability to solve problems, practical skills and team-working – all qualities which will be valued by future employers. The
chemistry degree programmes at the University of Leeds are of the appropriate standard - stimulating, challenging, and
well balanced in order to promote all of these essential skills. All aspects of teaching, assessment and pastoral care are
of a very high quality.

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.
The standards are high and compare well with other leading chemistry departments in the UK.

3.

Please comment on the assessment methods and the appropriateness of these to the ILOs



4.

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.
Please see sections 1 and 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 majority of students performed to a high standard during their time in Leeds as reflected in the number of first
and upper second class honours degrees. However averages for some of the written papers were disappointing.
Whilst this needs to be monitored, I would urge the School not to lower their standards - the course content and
teaching methods are very good, examination papers are appropriate and marking is consistent and fair.
This is not a problem unique to chemistry in Leeds. It is essential that undergraduates are confident in the
fundamentals of the subject as they advance through the degree programme. From our discussions with students,
review of the course material and assessment processes, I believe all students are given a well-structured course
and the support to achieve a high standard. For those not performing well in examinations a challenge is how to
engage them further. One possibility is to encourage them to establish self-help groups. It would also be interesting
to gain feedback from the staff-student liaison committee.

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.
Good practice.
The poster session held in May and attended by the External Examiners was outstanding. Each project student gave
a one-minute presentation (one or two power-point slides) introducing the project and this was followed by a poster
session at which there was opportunity to discuss in-depth the research projects. Both the presentations and poster
sessions were well attended by staff and students. The students described their work with confidence and
enthusiasm. It was a very enjoyable occasion and gave a relaxed forum for assessment. The organisation was
outstanding.

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 University of Leeds has an excellent reputation in many research areas including synthetic organic and
biological/medicinal chemistry. A significant number of final year projects were undertaken in these fields.

8.

Where the programme forms part of an Integrated PhD, please comment on the appropriateness of the
programme as training for a PhD
Not applicable.

For Examiners involved in mentoring arrangements

9.

If you have acted as a mentor to a new External Examiner or have received mentor support please
comment here on the arrangements
The staff at the University of Leeds and my fellow examiners were all very helpful and ensured I was well informed about the
courses/assessment procedures and in particular the recent new innovations.

The Examination/Assessment Process

10. 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 necessary information was provided.
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11. 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.
This was my first year as External Examiner at the University of Leeds and I was very impressed with the information related
to the courses and assessment procedures. In addition, during our visit to the School of Chemistry, staff were very helpful
in answering any queries and providing any further requested information efficiently.

12. 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?
Examination papers and model answers for semester 1 and semester 2 were sent for scrutiny on separate occasions
during the year. These had been produced to a high standard and there was a good balance of questions requiring either
problem-solving or more descriptive answers. The element of choice on the papers for organic and biological chemistry
was appropriate.
I was particularly impressed with the structure of those papers which included two equally weighted sections: Section A in
which any 7 out of 8 questions should be answered in an examination booklet followed by Section B which contained
longer questions.

13. 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 of the marked examination scripts, research projects and library projects were available and arranged in a logical order
for scrutiny during our visit to Leeds. It was apparent that marking was fair and consistent.
Recommendation:
In future examination questions are marked in a distinctive colour e.g. red (ideally not black which is used by the majority of
candidates). It is helpful for the External Examiners if there is a consistent style for indicating marks e.g. marks in circles in
the margin for those to be carried forward and not circled on the answer to indicate how the marks are being allocated. In
addition it would be useful for both of the marked undergraduate project reports to be available for scrutiny.
Internal procedures for checking marked scripts should be reviewed.

14. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
There is an impressive range of topics available for both the literature dissertations and the final year MChem research
projects.
The final year project is an important component of the MChem degree programme and worth 60 cp. The assessment has
various components: oral (10%), poster (10%), initial report (10%), practical component (35%) and final report (35%). Staff
had completed the newly introduced pro forma sheets with comments to fully justify the marks awarded for each unit of
assessment of the project. The guidance criteria are very helpful to ensure marking is consistent.
Recommendation
For synthetic projects it is good practice to include copies of spectra as an appendix in the thesis as this not only gives a
guide of product purity, but in many journal copies of the spectra, as well as the data, are required for publication. For
non-synthetic projects it would be useful to include any other further information which would be required in the
"supporting information" when submitting the work for publication. I would recommend that this is not part of any page limit
for the report.
Recommendation
Whilst the project assessment was fair and transparent, there is a concern that for a 60 cp unit one person, the project
supervisor, is involved in awarding 80% of the mark - the practical component and, along with a second assessor, the initial
and final report. In my department, as well as many others in the UK, whilst the project supervisor assesses the practical
component, there has been a move to have the report marked by 2 academic staff, neither of whom is the supervisor.
However the supervisor does complete a form commenting on any particular issues which occurred during the project (e.g.
problems with instrumentation, the appropriateness of the introduction etc) to assist the thesis assessors.
For consideration
The oral/poster session is an overwhelming success, see section 6 above. As the presentation is very short, the School
could consider if the marks for the oral component should be reduced to 5% and the extra marks be added either to the
poster presentation/ability to discuss the work or to the final written report.
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15. 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?
The management of the exam process was outstanding with paperwork being well organised during our visit; all queries
regarding courses, assessment, feedback etc were dealt with efficiently and comprehensively. It was particularly helpful to
be sent details of borderline cases and spreadsheets in advance. I attended the Board of Examiners and the
recommendations were appropriate.

16. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
The cases of candidates with mitigating circumstances were handled professionally and were wholly appropriate.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form
In summary, I was very impressed with the examination papers, projects and assessment processes which were excellent.
Academic and administrative staff should be congratulated for efficiently collating and clearly presenting the large volume of marks
and associated papers. The degree programmes are of a high standard. In the May visit we had opportunity to meet a group of
students which gave good insights into the course from their prospective. They were very positive about the course and their
experiences at the University of Leeds and particularly noted their appreciation of the high quality of teaching and support they
had received.
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