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Summary

This  was the  second year  that  I  acted  as  External  Examiner  for  Part  II/III  of  the MASt
Astrophysics course in Cambridge. Overall I can reassert my overall very positive assessment
of the examining process in these two courses and more importantly note that many of the
problems  I  raised  in  last  year’s  report  (mostly  on  the  administriative  side)  have  been
addressed or at least been dramatically improved. In the following I will add some personal
observations to complement the reports by the Senior Examiners which I fully endorse.

First, and here I can directly quote from last year’s report:

“… 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.”

One of the main issues I raised in my last report was that I did not think that the examiners
had the full administrative support they needed and that there was a lack of continuity (due to
a change in the administrative staff) that put undue pressure on the Senior Examiners and
made them single-point failures. I am happy to report that this problem has now largely been
addressed  with  a  reorganization  of  the  administrative  support.  As  noted  in  the  Part  III
Senior’s  Examiner’s  report  the  process  is  now  much  more  sustainable  and  the  whole
examining process  is  fully  documented.  It  would still  cause some major  problems if  the
Senior Examiner were to fall ill on short notice in the final examining process, and it remains
important that all entries in the spreadsheets are checked independently.

Specific comments on Part II

A second issue I  raised last  year  was the different  levels of difficulties  in the individual
written papers. This was still true in 2018/19 but not to the same degree. The questions on
Stars and Dynamics were generally on the easier side while quantum mechanics this year was
a bit too hard, but these outliers were nowhere as extreme as in the previous year. 

I do note (again) that the average raw mark of 44 % (or 46 % not counting a problem student)
is very low by the standards at other (most/all?) UK universities, and one could argue that
targetting a higher raw mark might allow a better differentiation between students’ abilities
(the targetted raw mark in Physics at the University of Oxford is 65). 

There was one query of examination results and one special case which were discussed and
properly addressed by the  examiners.



Finally,  the  time  for  checking  scripts  between  Friday  and  the  examiners’  meeting  on
Wednesday seemed quite tight, but was doable (just leaving no slack).

Specific comments on Part III

Projects:  most  of  the  projects  were  well  done  and  some  of  the  best  ones  were  quite
impressive. However, some of them were too hard from the outset and others clearly did not
get the level of supervision needed. This led too a few dead ends and suggests that there is
room  for  improvement  in  the  selection  of  projects  and  their  supervisors.  In  the  oral
presentations quite a few students read from their  notes, mostly students who were quite
nervous. It would be good if students were given the guidance that they should avoid this
practice.

Papers: we noticed some problems with some individual papers (also discussed in the Senior
Examiner’s report),  where we considered the model solutions and the marking scheme as
wholly inadequate. In one case, only 1 mark was given for a lengthy (standard) derivation
and a model solution should never refer to “standard bookwork”. In another case, students
were expected to memorize a particular formula without which they could not get 16 out of
20 marks. Another issue, though less problematic than the above, was that some questions
were  extremely  wordy  and  expected  students  to  just  fill  in  little  gaps  in  the  reasoning.
Overall, it would be good if papers could follow a more consistent design (though of course
with the range of topics covered this can never be perfect).

We noted that there was a dramatic improvement in the results of the cohort which had taken
Part II and continued to Part III in Cambridge. This is probably a reflection that Part II was
too tough (see my earlier remarks).

Finally, I note that I personally consider it odd that two candidates who were awarded a 2-2
classification  formally  failed  the  course.  While  I  can  follow the  logic  behind  this,  both
candidates came to Cambridge with a 1st-class classification from their original universities,
and this seemed quite harsh. 
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