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Overall I found that the examining for these courses was of the highest standard, as befitting 
a university like the University of Cambridge: this relates to the quality of the papers set, the 
quality of the students’ answers and the examining process itself. I was particularly impressed 
by the conscientiousness and dedication of the examiners (the two senior examiners in 
particular, but really everyone) throughout the process to ensure that the examinations were 
done to the highest standards of fairness; whenever, problems arose - which they always do - 
they were resolved in the most appropriate, even if time-consuming manner, and this was 
achieved a collective, collegiate atmosphere. I therefore have no doubt that the published 
examination results properly reflect the achievements of the students.

There are two broad areas where I have some general concerns, which I think should be 
addressed if possible. The first is that the questions on the different subjects (i.e. General 
Relativity, Fluid Dynamics, Cosmology, etc.) set in Part II were of very different levels of 
difficulty1. As some students chose not to answer any questions on up to three of the eight 
different subjects, this means that the students are not examined on the whole syllabus. More 
importantly, it introduces a significant degree of unfairness to the process. I also would like 
to comment that some questions were just far too hard for an examination, as confirmed by 
the fact that no single student gave even a half-way decent answer. In many cases, this could 
have been avoided as I had flagged many of these in my own review of the questions in the 
exam-setting stage. More generally, one should perhaps consider to make the questions 
overall a bit easier; the average of raw marks I believe was about 43 % which is very low 
compared to the raw-marks targets set at other universities (in Oxford Physics it is 65 %).
 
The second major concern is the unreasonable pressure put on the senior examiners. For both 
Part II and Part III, they essentially had to dedicate an enormous amount of time (and 
patience) to fix problems and make the whole process smooth and successful (which they 
admirably did). But they had to do much more than could reasonably be expected; e.g. to 
prepare for the Part III examiners’ meeting, the senior examiner had to work the whole 
weekend. While probably every academic has to do this occasionally, I do not think that it is 
acceptable to have a system where that is built in. This could easily be mended by delaying 
the examiners’ meeting by a day. More generally, it seems to me that, in the current system, 
this absolute reliance on the senior examiners provides the potential source for single-point 
failures, which could have potentially disastrous consequences for the whole examining 
process. I think the system needs to be improved in such a way that any examiner, or even 
someone called in on short notice who is not an examiner, could take over this role without 
the whole system being in danger of collapsing. This can be achieved by having a proper 
documentation of all the steps of the process in sufficient details (which, as I understand, 
currently only exist in part). Moreover, the administrative support needs to be improved 
(senior examiners should not have to do the amount of secretarial chores they are doing now). 
There needs to be a dedicated administrator, who, during critical exam periods, is exclusively 
assigned to the examining process,  and this person should not change from year to year to 
provide continuity in the understanding of the process, as examiners will change regularly.
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1 The same almost certainly applies to the Part III papers, but I did not study those in details, and in 

Part III this is probably unavoidable.


