Reports of the External Examiners for Part II & Part III
Chemistry for 2010/11

Response from the Department

These reports have been redacted to remove any matters which
refer to particular students

Response to the reports of the External Examiners:
Part II and Part III Chemistry 2011
We are grateful to the External Examiners for the care and professionalism with which they have
undertaken their duties. Their commentary on, and suggestions concerning, our assessment process
are key to maintaining high quality and accountability.
Model answers
We agree that there is still a way to go in the quality of the model answers which are provided. The
instructions to colleagues are clear about what is required, but a minority simply fail to comply. For
the coming year we will reiterate the key points:
1. The answer should be sufficiently detailed that others can see both what is expected and
where credit will be given.
2. Where the answer is an essay, the model answer should give a detailed summary of the
points which are expected to be covered, and the marks to be awarded for each.
3. The model answers must be legible.
In respect of the last point, we do not feel that we can insist on typed answers as especially in the
case of questions requiring many structures to be drawn, this would be very time consuming.
Marking practices
Markers are instructed that they should annotate the script so that others can see where marks are
being awarded. It is also a standing instruction that simply scaling a final mark is not an acceptable
practice – rather, if the distribution of marks is not considered appropriate the question should be
remarked. We regret that in a couple of cases these instructions were not followed and will
endeavour to ensure that there is no repetition of this in future years.
Most examiners assign ‘part marks’ as they mark a question and then these are added up to give the
final mark shown on the front cover. In a few cases it appeared that the sum of the part marks was
not equal to the total shown on the front cover and, upon investigation, it turned out that this was
not an error but that the examiner had derived the final mark by a process other than simply adding
up the part marks. We agree that such a process lacks transparency and makes it difficult for others
to check the assessment process. For future years the instruction to markers will be that final mark
must be equal to the sum of the part marks.
To date it has not been our practice for there to be any check that the part marks add up to the final
mark. It is suggested that such a check could be carried out by technical or secretarial staff, but we
are concerned that this in the very busy examination period we simply would not have the resources
to do this. We will look into the possibility of making some spot checks on the set of answers for
particular questions.
Assessment of projects
Developing a fair and transparent method for assessing the Part III research projects has been the
subject of many recommendations from successive External Examiners. The issue which has arisen
this year is whether or not the project supervisor (a member of the academic staff) has too large an
influence over the final mark awarded. This was brought to light by a particular case in which it
was felt that a very high project mark was not justified by the evidence of the written account.
Presently, the supervisor assigns 50% of the marks for the student’s commitment and achievement
in the laboratory. The supervisor, in consultation with one of the Examiners, is also involved in
assigning 30% of the marks for the written report and 20% of the marks for oral examination. It is
true, therefore, that the supervisor can have a strong influence over the final mark. It is also true
that it is really only the supervisor who can make a detailed judgement about quality and
significance of the work.
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We propose to change the system of assessment so that the supervisor only allocates the 50% of the
marks for commitment and achievement. The remainder of the assessment will be carried out by
one of the Examiners together with another member of staff who has a good knowledge of the
research area. We believe that this will lead to a more objective assessment, as requested by the
External Examiners.
Short questions on Part II Paper 4
Professor Bochmann and Professor Clark commented on what they saw as overly-generous marking
of the five-minute questions on Paper 4. These questions are designed to test basic knowledge and
understanding, and it is true that we have had some difficulty in pitching the questions at the right
level so that they can be answered at a reasonable level and within the time allocated. The
examiners are looking for the average mark for the four five-minute questions which relate to one
course to be reasonably close to the 65%, and on the whole we have achieved this. It may be that a
particular question has been more generously marked, but since everyone has to answer all of the
questions this will not cause a systematic bias in the results.
It is interesting to note that Paper 4 invariably has a lower average than the other papers, reflecting
the difficulty that the students have with completing these short-answer questions in the time
allocated. We will continue to review the level of difficulty and appropriateness of these questions
so that the marking can be strict.
Balance of the course
As has been noted before, the vast majority of the questions answered in both the Part II and Part III
examinations are from inorganic, organic or biological chemistry. A much smaller number of
candidates answer physical chemistry questions, and a very small number of people answer
theoretical chemistry questions (beyond those which are compulsory on Part II Papers 1 and 4).
This profile arises because of two factors. First, the students are given a free choice in the courses
they study. Second, as a result of the structure of the Natural Sciences Tripos we tend to have rather
few physically/theoretically oriented students studying with us, since such students gravitate
towards physics. In addition, we tend to pick up quite a few biologically oriented students who are
attracted by the options we offer in this area in Part II and Part III. Together these factors result in a
cohort of students whole profile is rather different than you might expect for a major chemistry
department.
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