
Natural Science Tripos Part II, History and Philosophy of Science 

Senior Examiner’s Report 2024–25 

 

Examiners 

Senior Examiner: Emma Perkins 

Examiners: Philippa Carter, Charu Singh, Marta Halina, Matt Farr, Tom McClelland 

Assessors: Lewis Bremner, Miguel Ohnesorge, Ahmad Elabbar  

External Examiner: Joseph Martin (Durham) 

 

Numbers of students examined (including BBS and borrowed papers) 

27 HPS, 13 BBS Major 13_1–4, 5 BBS Minor 66, 10 BBS Minor 45, 11 History SS11 (BBS 

13_1), 5 Classics O11 (HPS 1), 6 PBS (HPS 4), 22 Philosophy IB (HPS 5) 

 

Examination format (HPS Part II) 

Coursework: One primary source essay (5,000 words, 20%) and one dissertation (8,000 

words, 20% – Option A only). Open-book examinations: 6 papers offered, with candidates 

taking three (Option A) or four (Option B). 

 

Examiners’ meetings 

A preliminary meeting was held to set examination papers and outline the examining 

timetable on 12 March 2025. A second meeting was held on 3 June 2025, in which examiners 

agreed provisional marks for the dissertation and primary source elements, and 

identified sample work to be sent to the external examiner. The final examiners’ meeting 

was held on 24 June 2025, with examiners, external examiner, and the departmental and 

undergraduate administrators in attendance. Prior to this meeting the external examiner 

received sample scripts and provided feedback. During the meeting, the examiners 

scrutinised the draft mark book, paying particular attention to borderline cases and cases 

involving significant disagreements, as well as receiving advice from the external examiner, 

before agreeing on the final mark book. 

 

Report 

Twenty-seven candidates sat the HPS Part II examinations in 2024–25. This was reduction 

from the thirty-three candidates in the preceding year, but in the range experienced since 

2020. As in previous years, six Part II papers were offered. One student chose Option B, 



writing four papers and a primary source essay, while the remaining twenty-six chose Option 

A, writing three papers, a primary source essay and a dissertation. Last year’s report noted 

the relatively poor performance of the 2023–24 cohort, with only a fifth of students achieving 

a first class. Pleasingly, this trend has been reversed in 2024–25, with a third of students 

achieving a first, and no student achieving lower than a 2.2 (Table 1). Though historically the 

number of firsts awarded has been significantly higher (nearer to 50%), this year’s results are 

in line with those awarded post-pandemic (2022 onwards) and with other Natural Science 

Tripos subjects more generally. It is noteworthy, as highlighted also last year, that many 

students continue to perform well in coursework elements, only for exam performance to 

drag down their overall mark. Again, this discrepancy was discussed with the external 

examiner, Dr Joseph Martin, who was content that the marking criteria were being applied 

consistently and fairly. One factor in this divergence can be attributed to an overreliance in 

examinations on ‘open books’ (including lecture notes, supervision essays and secondary 

literature) at the expense of critical engagement with the question; it will be interesting to see 

if this trend persists following a return to closed-book exams in 2025–26. Reassuringly, this 

year saw far fewer incomplete or seriously deficient exam scripts, shifting the overall 

distribution of marks towards the higher grades.  

 

Year First 2.1 2.2 Third Total Option 

A 

Option 

B 

2025 8 17 2 0 27 26 1 

2024 6 22 2 3 33 30 3 

2023 9 16 1 0 26 22 4 

2022 12 24 1 0 37 33 4 

2021 13 11 0 0 24 20 4 

2020 14 15 1 0 30 29 1 

2019 8 5 0 0 13 10 3 

2018 16 10 2 0 28 19 9 

2017 12 11 0 1 24 19 5 

2016 12 17 2 0 31 25 6 

2015 12 12 1 0 25 20 5 

Table 1: Distribution of HPS Part II marks, 2015–2025. 

 



The HPS Part II examiners also mark papers for BBS candidates and pass the marks to the 

BBS Board where the candidates are classed. Five Minor candidates sat the paper ‘Modern 

Medicine and Biomedical Sciences’ (BBS Paper 66) and ten sat ‘Philosophy and Ethics of 

Medicine’ (BBS Paper 45); there were no candidates who took the paper ‘Early Medicine’ 

(BBS Paper 65). On Paper 66 there were four 2.1s and one 2.2. On Paper 45 there was one 

strong first, eight 2.1s and one 2.2. Three BBS Minor students chose to write a dissertation, 

all in the 2.1 range. Performance on the BBS Minor papers was roughly in-line with previous 

years, though marks fell within a narrower range converging towards a 2.1; fewer candidates 

received a first but equally no candidate achieved lower than a 2.2. 

 

2025 was the fourth year in which a BBS Major in HPS was offered. The Major course 

continues to rise in popularity; this year thirteen students took the course, sitting four papers: 

Early Medicine (13_1, identical with BBS Paper 65), Modern Medicine and Biomedical 

Sciences (13_2, identical with BBS Paper 66), Philosophy of Science and Medicine (13_3, a 

combination of questions relating to HPS Papers 4 and 5), and Ethics of Medicine (13_4, 

with questions relating to HPS Paper 6). Ten of these students also wrote a dissertation in 

HPS. Students did particularly well in the dissertation, with several high firsts, and 

performances in the BBS Major were strong overall.  

 

Five Classics students borrowed Paper 1, though one was unable to sit the exam due to 

illness. Performances were less strong here, with two 2.1s and two 2.2s. Eleven students from 

History Part II sat Paper 65, which was conducted in closed-book format in line with other 

History papers. The scripts were marked jointly by HPS and History examiners and the marks 

processed by the History Faculty. Interestingly, History students performed better than in 

recent years, with most candidates awarded a first or high 2.1; it will be interesting to see if 

this trend continues as the closed-book format is maintained. Six PBS students took Paper 4, 

‘Philosophy and Scientific Practice’, with two firsts, three 2.1s and a third. There was one 

case of suspected academic misconduct that was upheld following investigation (see below 

for details). We also examined Philosophy IB students on Paper 5, which attracted twenty-

two students. These candidates performed exceptionally well, with thirteen firsts including 

two marks over 80. It was noted that Philosophy students this year significantly outperformed 

HPS students taking the same paper, though the numbers for HPS were considerably smaller 

(only 6 candidates).  

 



Class and mark distributions 

Table 2 below shows the distribution of marks for each assessed element of the HPS Part II 

course. Several important trends stand out.  

 

First, the numbers of students sitting each paper was somewhat uneven this year; Paper 6 

continues to be very popular, while only a small number of candidates opted for Papers 2 and 

5. Consistent with previous years, the vast majority of students opted to submit a dissertation 

(26 of 27 candidates). 

 

Mean and median marks are fairly consistent across the exam papers, hovering around the 

mid 2.1 range. This is an improvement from last year when they tended towards the lower 

end of the 2.1 range. The average marks across the papers remain slightly lower than they 

have been historically (mean range in 2020–21: 68.1–69.3) but are consistent with post-

pandemic assessment.  

 

Finally, students continue to perform considerably better on coursework elements than 

unseen examinations. As noted last year, this uneven performance is apparent at the 

individual level, with several candidates achieving high marks for their coursework, only for 

their exam performance to significantly lower their overall grade.  

 

 

Element First 2.1 2.2 Third Fail Total Max Med Mean 

Primary 

Source 

14 11 2 0 0 27 80 70 69.6 

Dissertation 12 11 3 0 0 26 81 68.5 68.9 

Paper 1 4 6 4 0 1 15 75 63 63.1 

Paper 2 1 7 0 0 0 8 70 66 65.4 

Paper 3 2 15 2 0 0 19 71 64 64.5 

Paper 4 4 7 1 1 0 13 75 63 63.9 

Paper 5 1 3 2 0 0 6 72 64.5 64.3 

Paper 6 6 12 3 0 0 21 74 65 66.1 

Table 2: Distribution of HPS Part II marks per element of assessment. Note: BBS, PBS, 

History, Classics and Philosophy students are not represented 

 



There were more female than male candidates taking the course this year, though the split 

was less pronounced than last year (Table 3). For the second year in a row, female students 

performed better than male candidates, reversing an historic trend. This goes some way to 

alleviate the concern that a return to 3-hour exams will disproportionately benefit male 

students, though the balance of marks should continue to be monitored following a return to 

closed-book exams.  

 

Year First 2.1 2.2 Third Total Total 

Candidates 

 M F O M F O M F O M F O M F O  

2025 1 6 1 8 9 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 10 16 1 27 

2024 1 5 0 8 14 0 1 1 0 2 1 0 12 21 0 33 

2023 6 3 0 7 9 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 13 13 0 26 

2022 8 4 0 9 15 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 18 19 0 37 

2021 4 6 0 9 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 13 11 0 24 

2020 7 6 0 7 9 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 14 16 0 30 

2019 3 5 0 4 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 6 0 13 

Table 3: Distribution of HPS Part II class marks by gender. 

 

Examining practice 

Examination papers were drafted in Lent term following consultation with lecturers, 

supervisors and paper managers. The external examiner Joseph Martin provided feedback on 

all questions. Efforts were made to ensure that exam questions reflected supervisions and 

lectures while allowing for independent reflection. Particular efforts were made to ensure the 

differences between HPS and BBS courses were properly reflected in the exam papers. This 

was successful, but did require a very large bank of questions, given the complex number of 

possible options for students taking the same lecture courses to be examined in separate 

formats. The complexity of the exams remains a concern, and examiners should be mindful 

that this is a source of potential error when drafting exam papers.  

  

A query was raised by one student regarding the relevance of a Paper 3 question to the course 

material. The senior examiner discussed this with the respective lecturer and paper manager, 

and it was agreed that while the question addressed material relevant to the course, the weight 



given to this material in lectures may have been minimal due to changes in teaching 

personnel this year. It was decided that the exam scripts would be marked as normal but 

mitigation measures, if appropriate, would be discussed and decided at the final examiners’ 

meeting (see below for further details). 

 

Primary source essays and dissertations were marked shortly after they were submitted, and 

examiners were encouraged to agree marks for these elements before the examination period 

started, to allow the external examiner early access to samples and contentious cases. Marks 

and comments for primary source essays, dissertations and individual papers were entered 

into pre-circulated spreadsheets. All elements of the examination were blind double-marked 

with examiners meeting to agree marks. This process typically involved lengthy discussion, 

rather than merely taking an average of marks. In all cases where there was substantial 

disagreement in initial marks, the external examiner was asked to verify that the agreement 

reached was reasonable. The external examiner was also asked to review high and low 

performances, and review marks in cases where an agreed mark fell into a lower class (so, for 

example, if one examiner recommended a 72 and the second a 67, agreeing on 69). The 

external examiner was also given access to all scripts to facilitate moderation. The move to 

online exams has made this entire process far easier. 

 

Overall, open-book online examinations worked smoothly, with no major technical 

difficulties reported. There were, however, serious concerns about use of generative AI 

platforms, with several scripts suspected of incorporating unauthorised material. As AI tools 

become more sophisticated, the potential for unauthorised use of AI will only increase and 

risks undermining the integrity of the examination process. It is strongly recommended that 

the HPS exams revert to closed-book format, or that alternative modes of assessment are 

explored.  

 

There was also evidence of material transposed from students’ own work, whether earlier 

supervision essays or pre-prepared revision materials. Though the use of one’s own formative 

work does not constitute academic misconduct by the University’s definition, it does reflect 

poor academic practice. Candidates relying on pre-generated material generally failed to 

engage with the question being asked and received a low mark as a result. In one case 

material was transposed from work previously submitted for formal assessment (identified 

using Turnitin software). The case was referred to the Chair of Examiners for NST and the 



candidate investigated for suspected academic misconduct; this complaint was upheld. The 

script was remarked with the plagiarised text redacted, and a new mark awarded. Again, the 

need for closed-book exams is apparent.   

 

Workload per examiner was roughly consistent with previous years, with each examiner 

marking around 45 scripts, 10 dissertations and 9 primary source essays. A concerted 

effort was made to ensure parity between examiners, which resulted in one paper (HPS Paper 

6) having three rather than two examiners assigned. Ideally this is to be avoided, to ensure 

consistency in marking. Overall, the workload was manageable, but with HPS exams now 

scheduled towards the end of the examination window, the turnaround for marking is tight. 

The scheduling of Paper 6, the most popular paper, slightly earlier in the examination 

window was welcome in this respect, offering examiners more time to process a large 

number of scripts. The staggered deadlines for marks to be submitted to the HPS office 

proved challenging, particularly where examiners were marking scripts for different papers 

concurrently. Careful discussion of the schedule for submission of marks with the 

administrative team will be necessary in future to ensure both examiners and administrators 

have adequate time to carry out their duties effectively.  

 

The process of exam administration went very smoothly with no significant problems 

reported. The process for handling SSDs was effective, as was the process for use of Turnitin. 

Communication from and with other departments was good, and the marks for BBS and 

borrowed papers were submitted according to pre-agreed deadlines. The aforementioned case 

of academic misconduct concerned a student taking a borrowed paper and therefore due to be 

classed by their own Faculty Board. Unfortunately, despite informing the respective 

department that the candidate was under investigation, their Board did not delay classing of 

this individual, resulting in the necessity for a late correction to the mark book. Though this 

remains the responsibility of the parent Board, it is recommended that in future cases of this 

sort the marks for such candidates are withheld until the investigation is concluded.  

 

The examiners and assessors acted with great efficiency, and we are especially grateful for 

the flexibility shown by our assessors, Miguel Ohnesorge, Ahmad Elabbar and Lewis 

Bremner. Special thanks to Francesca Anthony and Natalie McIntyre for their excellent 

administrative support, and to David Thompson who facilitated the transition of examination 

duties to the newly created role of Undergraduate Administrator. In this role, Natalie 



McIntyre should be particularly commended for her swift familiarisation with HPS 

examinations and her tireless administrative support under often intense time pressure. 

Finally, we are grateful to our external examiner, Joseph Martin, for his diligent oversight of 

the examination process.  

 

Comments on performance 

Dissertations 

As in previous years the majority of students chose to write a dissertation. It was noted that 

several dissertations were submitted with different titles to that originally approved by the 

Department. This meant that some scripts had to be reassigned to different assessors at short 

notice. We therefore encourage the enforcement of the deadline for a change of dissertation 

title, and careful tracking of amended titles. Overall, students were very successful in the 

dissertation component, with a mean mark of 68.9. Indeed, students often performed 

considerably better in coursework elements than unseen examinations. It is worth stressing 

here that the high average mark for dissertations was, as the external examiner confirmed, 

entirely warranted. At the top end of the scale, work showed analytical sophistication and 

close engagement with the material. At the lower end, work lacked depth of analysis and 

showed limited awareness of broader contexts. Again, it is noted that the dissertation format 

has the advantage that, precisely because students are expected to generate original 

arguments on the basis of novel research, it is resistant to the use of AI tools, such as 

ChatGPT. Unlike in previous years, there was much congruity between the marks awarded to 

historical versus philosophical work (history: mean 68.9, median 68.5, total firsts 6; 

philosophy: mean 68.9, median 69, total firsts 6), suggesting that examiners are willing to use 

the full range of marks for assessing dissertations.  

 

Primary source essays 

As with dissertations, students tended to perform very well on this aspect of the course, with 

a mean mark of 69.6. There was, however, a significant discrepancy between marks awarded 

for historical and philosophical work, with a mean mark of 71 and 68.1 and a median mark of 

71 and 65 respectively. The consistency among examiners for other elements of the course 

suggests that this discrepancy reflects better student performance rather than more lenient 

standards being applied to historical primary sources. Nevertheless, this trend is something 

that should be monitored, and all examiners are encouraged to use the full range of marks. 

Continuing previous policy, there was a cap on the number of students who could write on 



each source, ensuring a more even spread of topics, although the source on AI art was 

notably more popular than the others. Examiners noted that students this year showed a real 

willingness to engage with the sources, resulting in interesting and often innovative work. 

The best essays were able to offer critical source analysis while situating in wider contexts.  

 

Open book examinations 

As noted above, students tended to perform less well in examinations compared to 

coursework, and examiners noted that there were few very strong exam answers. While most 

candidates were able to pull together a cohort script, many answers lacked authorial voice or 

clear arguments. Across all papers, some questions were far more popular than others. This 

was especially so in Paper 5, where three Section B questions went unanswered. Students 

should be reminded that they can often impress examiners by attempting less popular 

questions. Students struggled somewhat with Section A questions, which often received 

marks lower than the mean averages for each paper. One suggestion is that the open-book 

format encourages the preparation of ‘stock’ answers that do not lend themselves easily to the 

broad synthesis required of Section A questions. There was some evidence of poor academic 

practice, including copying and pasting from formative work (eg. supervision essays) and one 

case of self-plagiarism (see above). Examiners were highly suspicious of the use of AI-

generated content, though such academic misconduct remains hard to prove. For the 

following remarks on performance on each individual paper, keep in mind that absolute 

numbers are low and thus have little statistical significance. 

 

Paper 1 

All but one question (question 6 on mathematics and artisanal skill) received an answer, 

though questions 8 (on print and patronage) and 11 (on informal sites of knowledge 

production) received only one answer each. Once again, the question on the ‘medical 

marketplace’ (question 5) was the most popular, along with question 10 (on travel and 

understandings of race); both received ten answers each. Answers to the former were 

generally strong, displaying critical engagement with relevant historiography. Unfortunately, 

answers to question 10 were rather weak, with a pervasive assumption that Europeans had 

never encountered racial difference prior to the sixteenth century. Likewise, question 12 (on 

the religious reformations) showed limited understanding of broader historical contexts. 

Examiners noted that some Section A answers were unduly narrow; students should be 

reminded of the need to provide adequate balance between different parts of the paper, 



especially if a question refers to science and medicine. The best scripts made effective use of 

case studies, showed close engagement with secondary literature and offered a sustained 

response to the question.  

 

Paper 2 

There was a good distribution of answers on this paper, despite the low number of students, 

with all questions receiving an answer. Candidates generally performed well in Section A, 

showing that they are able to make conceptual links across different parts of the paper. 

Question 2 (on sciences of empire and technologies of imperialism) was the most popular in 

Section A, and while weaker answers simply equated science with technology and did not 

take care to differentiate them, there were also some very strong responses that thought 

expansively about what a ‘technology’ could be, and challenged the Eurocentric notion of 

‘science of empire’. In Section B, question 12 (on nation-building in Latin America) was very 

popular, with all but one candidate offering a response. Here, answers used well-defined case 

studies to good effect, though the same examples tended to recur. Students struggled with 

question 4 (on the career of William Gooch), which required the use of a specific case study 

to reflect more broadly on wider practices of astronomy and navigation; instead, students 

tended to focus on one or the other, without putting them into conversation. Students 

benefitted from the narrow scope of question 7 (on breeders’ knowledge) to produce clear, 

focused responses, that nonetheless clung tightly to lecture material.  

 

Paper 3 

There was a fairly good distribution of answers on this paper, though question 9 (on 

biogeography) received no responses and question 10 (on cyclic processes) only one. The 

most popular in Section A was question 2, where the best answers engaged with different 

forms of marginalisation (race, gender, class, region, colonialism). In Section B, questions 4, 

11 and 12 received the most answers (11 each). Answers to question 4 (on hospitals of post-

revolutionary Paris) showed a good level of contextual understanding, though few explained 

the gradual nature of change. Question 11 received good answers in general, though one 

common issue was a failure to explain Kahn’s concept of race as a ‘biosocial construction’. 

On question 12, the best answers demonstrated the links between global health and imperial 

medicine, and used good examples to show how and with what effects ‘global health’ targets 

the global south. Students also performed well on question 7, successfully setting clinical 

judgement against wider transformations in twentieth-century medicine. 



 

In response to a student query regarding the relevance of question 9 (on biogeography) to the 

course material (see above), examiners were asked to mark the paper as normal and consider 

mitigation measures at the final examiners’ meeting as necessary. Since no student attempted 

this question, and performance on this paper was consistent with that on other papers, it was 

deemed that no candidate had been disadvantaged, and no mitigation measures were applied.   

 

Paper 4 

There was a good distribution of answers for Paper 4, with all questions receiving a response. 

Answers to question 1 (on the relationships of different sciences to philosophy) were often 

quite poor. Examiners noted that with such synoptic questions it is important to unify 

different ideas into a single overarching argument. Though not popular, question 7 (on 

biomedical regulation standards) received very strong responses. Question 11 (‘“If mental 

disorders are not real, then psychiatry is not a serious science.” Discuss.’) was by far the most 

popular, with eleven of thirteen candidates responding. Here, many students tripped up on the 

structure of the quotation, focussing on whether mental disorders are real rather than what 

follows if they are real.  

 

Paper 5 

Unsurprisingly given the low number of HPS students taking this paper, there were several 

questions left unanswered (Qs 7, 10, 12). When including the larger number of Philosophy IB 

students who sat this paper, questions 10 and 12 remain deeply unpopular with only one 

response each. On question 2 (‘What is it that gets better when science makes progress?’), 

weak responses typically surveyed various accounts of progress without strongly advocating 

for any single one. In contrast, stronger answers defended a specific view against objections. 

Questions 5 and 9 were popular, and the strongest answers engaged directly with the question 

rather than simply surveying views on realism (Q5) or different accounts of explanation (Q9). 

 

Paper 6 

Paper 6 was the most popular paper and attracted the highest average mark (66.1). There was 

a good distribution of responses, though question 9 (on sociology of science) received no 

answers. In general, students showed good engagement with the secondary literature, and 

there were clear efforts at original and independent argument. Weaker scripts were 

characterised by a lack of precision, or disjointed presentation of ideas. Despite eliciting few 



answers, question 10 (on global warming) received one very strong response. Examiners are 

keen to encourage students not to avoid questions like this that involve a longer quotation for 

discussion.   

 

BBS Major 

This year saw a significant increase in the number of students taking the BBS Major (13 

students), suggesting that this provision meets a growing demand. Attainment was high 

overall, with BBS students outperforming HPS students in two of the four papers (Table 4). 

Notably this includes BBS 13_4, which relates to the paper that achieved the highest average 

mark among HPS students, Paper 6 (the other was BBS 13_1, which relates to Paper 1). 

Dissertation performance was largely comparable to that of HPS students and included two 

very high firsts. It was noted by examiners that, contrary to HPS, the word limit for BBS 

dissertations does not include footnotes; this led some candidates to circumvent the word 

limit by relocating text to the footnotes. It should be noted that even when not included in the 

word count, footnotes should be used principally for referencing, and are not expected to 

contain extensive argumentation or discursive material. 

 

Examiners noted that for BBS 13_3, many students tackled question 1 (‘Why, if at all, is 

death bad?’). Answers, however, tended to be formulaic, sticking strictly to lecture content 

and offering few original insights or unique examples. When responding to question 2 (‘Must 

a condition be disvalued to qualify as a disease?’), students often listed different theories of 

disease rather than zeroing in on the specific requirement of disvalue for a condition to be 

considered a disease. For BBS 13_4, examiners were surprised that nobody answered 

question 12: ‘“We can’t program ethical judgement into self-driving cars, therefore self-

driving cars should not be legalised.” Discuss.’ This is a question that requires students to 

think for themselves and move beyond the course material, providing an opportunity to show 

their understanding. 

 

BBS Minor 

There was some considerable clustering around particular questions this year in the BBS 

Minor papers. In BBS 66, six questions invited no response (though absolute numbers were 

low). BBS 45 had a wider distribution of answers, though questions 6, 7 and 11 were 

considerably more popular than the others. Performance on BBS 66 was rather poor in 

general, with no candidate scoring higher than a mid 2.1. By comparison, BBS 45 achieved a 



more even distribution of marks, with one very high first. Three BBS Minor students wrote a 

dissertation in HPS, all achieving a 2.1. It is worth noting that all three candidates achieved a 

mark lower than the averages for BBS Major and HPS dissertations (see Table 4), suggesting 

BBS Minor students this year were less able to engage with this form of sustained, 

independent research.   

 

BBS options Mean mark Related HPS paper Mean mark 

BBS Major 13_1 66.3 Paper 1 63.1 

BBS Major 13_2 63.8 Paper 3 64.5 

BBS Major 13_3 63.7 Paper 4 64 

BBS Major 13_4 68.4 Paper 6 66.1 

BBS Major dissertation 68.4 HPS Dissertation 68.9 

BBS Minor 65 No candidates Paper 1 63.1 

BBS Minor 66 62.2 Paper 3 64.5 

BBS Minor 45 64.8 Paper 6 66.1 

BBS Minor dissertation 65.7 HPS Dissertation 68.9 

Table 4: Comparison of average marks between BBS and HPS students.  

 

Single Paper Options 

A larger number of students borrowed HPS papers this year than in previous years, allowing 

more meaningful comparisons to be made between cohorts. Eleven History candidates 

borrowed BBS 13_1 (History Special Subject 11). Though examiners report to the History 

Board, it is worth noting that historians performed markedly better than both BBS and HPS 

students taking related papers (with a mean mark of 70.2, compared to 66.3 and 63.1 

respectively). The one examiner who marked both HPS and History scripts noted that the 

latter engaged more rigorously with the questions posed and were less prone to tangents. One 

suggestion for this could be the closed-book format of the History exams, which prevented 

unnecessary digression using outside sources. By contrast, the Classics students taking Paper 

1 performed less well than their HPS counterparts, with two mid 2.1s and two 2.2s. One 

student was too unwell to sit the exam and therefore scored a zero. A common shortcoming 

among Classics students was a pervasive ‘presentism’ and uncritical use of historical labels 

(eg. ‘scientist’). Six PBS candidates sat Paper 4, with two firsts, three 2.1s and a third. There 

was one case of academic misconduct, in which a candidate had reused work submitted for a 



previous summative assessment (see above). In Paper 5, Philosophy IB students significantly 

outperformed HPS students (mean marks of 68 and 64.3 respectively), though the small 

number of HPS students taking this paper makes reasonable comparison difficult.  

 

Recommendations 

 

1. Directors of studies, paper managers, examiners and administrators are advised once 

more to be clear about the relations between different single papers and core Part II 

papers. Though there were no issues this year, it remains a potential source of 

confusion. Early co-ordination with other triposes that borrow our papers is helpful. 

2. Paper managers and lecturers are reminded to take particular care to ensure proposed 

examination questions adequately reflect the course material as taught in any given 

year. Discrepancy between examination and lecture content may be grounds for 

student appeal.  

3. The allocation of exam scripts to individual examiners should be confirmed with the 

administrative team in good time, and a realistic schedule for the return of marks 

ahead of the final examiners’ meeting agreed. The senior examiner should consider, 

based on student numbers, whether additional assessors are required to meet these 

demands, while recognising the consistency that a smaller team may bring.   

4. We recommend enforcing the deadline for change of dissertation title to ensure 

appropriate assessors can be assigned in good time.  

5. BBS students preparing a dissertation should be advised that footnotes are principally 

to be used for referencing and are not expected to contain extensive discursive 

material.   

6. We recommend the continued use of formatted mark books stored on a shared drive 

to simplify administration. This should include, as far as possible, examiners’ notes 

on individual scripts. This will aid the process of moderation and help with data 

requests from students after the exams, which are becoming more frequent.  

7. HPS examiners agreed that there is insufficient time with the current exam schedule 

to agree marks for individual questions. We recommend agreement at the level of the 

script only, except for PBS where question-level marks are required. Student requests 

for question-level marks to be fulfilled by simple averaging of the two examiners’ 

marks.  



8. Divergence in marks between historical and philosophical work should continue to be 

monitored, especially with regards to coursework, and examiners encouraged to use 

the full range of marks. 

9. Once again, there should be serious reflection on the large gap between students’ 

performance in coursework and in examinations, and alternative modes of assessment 

potentially considered.  

10. There is clear evidence that open-book online examinations tempt many students to 

build a stock of prepared material (including supervision essays) when revising for 

their papers, and to rely on this as well as internet sources and AI tools when 

preparing their answers. Candidates are reminded that this strategy often results in 

poorly evidenced and unfocused essays, which will not achieve high marks. 

Candidates are reminded to engage closely with the question set, rather than trying to 

make fit a pre-prepared answer.  

11. Students under investigation for academic misconduct should be omitted from the 

class list until the investigation is concluded. If such a candidate is taking a borrowed 

paper, we recommend withholding the respective marks from the parent Board, so 

that mark books and class lists do not have to be changed at a later date.  

 

 

 


