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Module Learning Outcomes  
(from module syllabus) 
 

Upon the successful completion of this module, the student should be able to: 
Demonstrate a sophisticated critical awareness of various views on truth, 
belief, knowledge, and the possibility of knowledge; 
• Demonstrate an advanced understanding of the importance of epistemology 
in the development of the history of ideas; 
• Demonstrate an advanced level of knowledge of the ideas and positions of ley 
philosophers central to epistemology.   
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

TASK DESCRIPTION 
 

 
 
 
Choose one of the following essay questions:  
 
 
1. How (if at all) is knowledge possible in the light of the Heraclitean doctrine of flux?  
 
2. ‘Although the work of Plato has been criticised by many philosophers, both early and 
contemporary ones, there is no doubt that his work has played a central role in the history of 
ideas and the development of contemporary philosophy. A great many of the issues and 
concerns of modern philosophers were originally taken up by Plato, some 2,300 years earlier’ 
(RH, Lecture for CSPH7040). Discuss. In your discussion, you should incorporate an 
assessment of Plato’s contribution to epistemology. 
 
3. Can scientists prove that a formulation of a law of nature is true? Provide reasons / 
support for your answer and discuss with reference to the problem of induction. 
 
4. What are the chief problems that philosophers have confronted in providing a definition 
of knowledge that would stand firm against the threat of sceptical doubt? 
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Introduction 
 

Over the years, providing a definition for knowledge that can withstand scepticism has not 
been an easy endeavour for philosophers. There have been many attempts that have been 
refuted and arguably proven to be insufficient. In this paper, I’ll be discussing the main 
problems that philosophers have encountered when trying to provide a definition of 
knowledge that can stand firmly against scepticism. The philosophers the paper will discuss 
include Descartes, Hume, Gettier, and Williamson. Further, the paper will look at how 
philosophers use scepticism to develop their epistemological theories. It should be mentioned 
that the widely accepted definition for knowledge in philosophy is “a justified true belief” 
(JTB). However, we will be looking at why Gettier thinks that is an insufficient definition for 
knowledge. The Critical Evaluation section will consist of my engagement with these different 
philosophical perspectives on the definition of knowledge. The paper will be split into eight 
sections. Lastly, I will also be arguing for what should be looked for when trying to uncover the 
best definition of knowledge. 
 
Before we delve into the paper, the following is an analysis of the ‘justified true belief’ theory: 
 

1. The Justification Condition: this condition asserts that a person must have at the very 
least some sort of justification for believing a proposition, whether that is actual 
evidence or logical reasoning; it can be debated what is justifiable. 

2. The Truth Condition: I assert that in order for something to be defined as knowledge, it 
has to be true. Otherwise, it may be only be called a ‘belief’. 

3. The Belief Condition: surely the person that is making a claim to ‘know’ something, 
believes in what they are claiming to know. 
 

The JTB theory will be looked at further in my critical evaluation. 

 
Clear and distinct perception 
 
Descartes was one of the most influential Western philosophers. In his search for something 
that is undoubtable, he systematically calls all his previous beliefs into question. The following 
passage from Descartes’ letters to Regius looks at how Descartes makes a distinction between 
convictions and knowledge, and how he defines knowledge. 
 

“I distinguish the two as follows: there is conviction when there remains some reason which 
might lead us to doubt, but knowledge is conviction based on a reason so strong that it can 
never be shaken by any stronger reason.” (Descartes, 1604) 

 
It can be deduced from the letter that his definition of knowledge is that it is a “strong 
conviction based on reason”. However, whether this definition can withstand sceptical doubt is 
debatable. It has been mentioned that even if Descartes has grasped something that he believes 
is undoubtable, it would not be accessible to others. Further, many would, with good reason, be 
sceptical of his subjective knowledge claims. (Knowledge, n.d.) 

 
 This is followed by the fact that Descartes was not a sceptic; he employed scepticism as a 
methodical approach in coming up with what he calls ‘clear and distinct ideas’. According to 
Green, ‘Descartes used scepticism to displace the senses’; this to Descartes was because he 
concluded that although our senses are the main source of our knowledge, we may be deceived 
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by them. Which is why Descartes conforms to rationality, to him reasoning and logic are the 
main sources of knowledge. 

 

Cogito ergo sum 
 
In the Second Meditation, Descartes has declared that all his beliefs can be doubted. He then 
tries to formulate a ‘certain truth’ that cannot be doubted whatsoever. Descartes argues that 
his existence cannot be doubted, for even if there were ‘a deceiver of supreme power’ that is 
repeatedly deceiving him, then he must exist in order to be deceived (Newman, 2019). The 
phrase ‘cogito ergo sum’, translated as ‘I think, therefore I am’ was what Descartes believed to 
be the foundations of “anyone who philosophizes in an orderly way”. (Newman, 2019) 
 
This section correlates to the rest of the paper, and the question of chief problems that 
philosophers face when trying to provide a definition for knowledge, because to Descartes the 
cogito is an undoubtable certainty, and perfect knowledge. However, even the cogito has faced 
a lot of sceptical doubt. I will explore Hume’s angle on whether this can be called ‘perfect 
knowledge’ below. 

 

 
Refuting Scepticism 
 
When we talk about contingent propositions, such as “it may rain tomorrow”, there is an 
ambiguity in our language. “It may rain tomorrow” could mean that tomorrow truly has the 
potentiality for rain, or it could mean that we simply do not know whether or not it will rain 
tomorrow, a reflection of our own ignorance rather than a reflection on tomorrow itself. 
According to Moore, many philosophers have implied “that no contingent proposition is ever, 
as a matter of fact known to be true”. He believes this is false, and he attempts to dispute that 
argument in his book “Certainty”. Moore explains further that by making a proposition that 
begins with “it is possible that”, in turn we are actually highlighting our ignorance in such a 
way that we are putting forth “that we do not know that p is false” rather than making an 
assertion that p is true.  
 

“But even if this is so, it still remains true that from the mere fact that a proposition is 
contingent it never follows that it may be false; this remains true because from the mere fact 
that a proposition is contingent it never follows that it is not known to be true, and never 
follows, either, in the case of any particular person, that that person does not know it to be 
true.” (Moore, 1968, p. 38) 

 
Moore provides readers with a detailed exposition of how language plays a big role, especially 
when someone is trying to assert their knowledge of something.  

 
Hume’s Scepticism 

 
Hume was an empiricist philosopher meaning he believed that most of our knowledge is 
acquired through sense impressions and experience. As opposed to Descartes, Hume’s 
scepticism was more than just a methodical approach, but was a fundamental part of his 
philosophy. In his book “An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding”, Hume makes a 
distinction between ‘Relations of Ideas’ and ‘Matters of  Fact’. This, to Hume, sums up human 
understanding. Relations of Ideas can be proved intuitively or demonstratively, such as 
mathematical equations, and they may also be called deductive reasonings. Matters of Fact, 
however, are learned through experience and do not retain certainty; they are called “inductive 
inferences”. Hume believed that deductive reasonings are independent of phenomenal reality, 
whereas the opposite is true for inductive inferences.  
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Ayer mentions that Hume raised a question that to this day philosophers cannot find definite 
answers for. It has been termed the Problem of Induction. Hume questions whether our 
method of asserting a conjunction is reasonable  (Ayer, 2000).  Hume states the following: 
 

“‘probability is founded on the presumption of a resemblance betwixt those objects, of which we 
have had experience, and those, of which we have had none; and therefore ’tis impossible this 
presumption can arise from probability” (Hume, 1739-40) 
 

To further explain Hume’s point, our assertions are based on a probability that has been 
acquired through our experiences. For example, if I were to assert that the sun would rise 
tomorrow, the assertion would be based on my experience of the sun rising in the past. Based 
on this point, it is expected that Hume would not equate that assertion to perfect knowledge, 
because it’s based on a probability. The problem lies with our expectations for the future to 
resemble the past. 
 
So, what would Hume define as knowledge? It can be argued that he thinks only deductive 
reasonings can be demonstrated as true knowledge and this following passage would back up 
the claim: 
 

“the only objects of the abstract science or of demonstration are quantity and number, and that all 
attempts to extend this more perfect species of knowledge beyond these bounds are mere sophistry 
and illusion. As the component parts of quantity and number are entirely similar, their relations 
become intricate and involved; and nothing can be more curious, as well as useful, than to trace, by 
a variety of mediums, their equality or inequality, through their different appearances”  (Hume, An 
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 1748, p. 112) 

 
This passage could be understood to mean that for mathematical equations there aren’t any 
conceivable arguments that could be made against them; thus it can withstand scepticism and 
may meet a definition of true knowledge. Whereas inductive inferences, matters of fact, or our 
existence is not demonstratable. ‘In this way, Hume restricts deduction to propositions 
pertaining to quantity and number.’ (Tweyman, 2006) This in relation to Descartes cogito, 
could be seen as a dispute towards it, because if it is undemonstratable, and the opposite of 
cogito is conceivable, then to Hume it would not be looked at as ‘perfect knowledge’. 

 
Gettier 
 
Gettier argued that justified true beliefs are insufficient conditions in defining knowledge. In 
his paper ‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?’ Gettier presented readers with two cases. The 
cases are concerned with epistemic luck, which basically means when one has a justified true 
belief that only turns out to be right by chance. This has been termed as The Gettier Problem; it 
has had a large impact on the acceptance of the tripartite JTB theory and could also be seen as 
a problem that philosophers have confronted when trying to provide a firm definition for 
knowledge. This issue has given a rise to several supposed solutions; some philosophers have 
proposed adding a fourth condition to the JTB theory, while others have abandoned the theory 
entirely. (Engel, N/A) In the critical evaluation section, I will discuss why I still believe that the 
JTB theory should remain intact. 

 
Knowledge is a Mental State 
 
In his book ‘Knowledge and its Limits’, Williamson argues that knowledge is a mental state. He 
describes it as a ‘factive mental state’: ‘[Knowing] is a factive mental state, in the sense that 
only truths are known; by contrast, believing is a non‐factive mental state, because both truths 
and falsehoods are believed.’ Williamson argues that knowledge cannot be an analysis of the 
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tripartite JTB theory. He believes that instead belief should be comprehended in terms of 
knowledge. On his account, when one believes something, it is to “roughly, act as though one 
knew it: a successful belief is knowledge”. (Williamson, 2003, p. 1) 
He explains that although belief may be a necessary condition for knowledge it is insufficient 
because the argument that knowledge entails belief is circular. Williamson states that even if a 
belief were true because of epistemic luck, knowledge should not be relegated in the 
understanding of the mind, which is a response to Gettier’s cases.  
 
According to Williamson, knowledge is of prominent importance in the philosophy of the mind.  
He argues that believing happens prior to knowledge. Williamson comes to that conclusion by 
understanding the idea of belief in terms of knowledge, instead of understanding knowledge in 
terms of belief. 
 
Further, Williamson explores scepticism by making a distinction between a good case and a 
bad case. He states that the cases are symmetrical to a sceptic, meaning that an individual does 
not know which case one is in.  
 

We can fall into scepticism if we attribute too much self‐knowledge to the subject in bad 
cognitive circumstances, for the asymmetry in knowledge between the good and bad cases 
requires an asymmetry in self‐knowledge. Once we relax our claims to self‐knowledge, we 
strengthen our claim to knowledge of the external world. Sceptical arguments fail when they 
depend on exempting an internal world of appearances, for they depend on misconceiving 
appearances as just what they appear to be. The ruthless sceptic grants no exemptions. If the 
sceptic must argue that we never even know how things appear to us, should we still harbour 
the sneaking suspicion that scepticism is right after all? 
 

Williamson claims that if we hold back on extreme scepticism, we can develop our claims to 
knowledge. Generally speaking, Williamson says that we cannot know that which we do not 
know; however, we can know that there is something we cannot know. Williamson concludes 
the book by mentioning that some truths are unknowable, hence it would be impossible to 
know them as either true or false. This is what he calls the limits of our knowledge. 

 
Critical Evaluation 

 
I think that most of my research has shown me that one of the main issues philosophers have 
faced in providing a definition of knowledge that can withstand scepticism is a lack of 
certainty. As I’ve shown in the paper, Descartes’ definition of knowledge was that it is a strong 
conviction, and I believe that by providing this definition for knowledge, Descartes sets himself 
up for failure, because to a radical sceptic, like Hume for example, everything can be called into 
doubt. Hume would only define analytical propositions as true, which leads us to believe that 
we are extremely limited in what we can be certain of. Whether or not this affects what could 
be defined as knowledge is debatable.  For the sake of my argument it does not, because I agree 
with two definitions of knowledge that will be further explored; that is the JTB theory, and that 
knowledge is a factive mental state. 
 
Moore delves into the inconsistency of our language. He talks about language masking our own 
ignorance and that contingent propositions often reflect our own ignorance. I find that that 
only complicates further what we could be asserting, unless we use more vague terms such as 
‘it may rain tomorrow’. Although Moore says that it would only highlight our ignorance, that 
should not be an issue, as humans we cannot assert with certainty every proposition we make. 
 
Gettier’s criticism of the tripartite JTB theory, on the other hand, has little to do with a lack of 
certainty; the issue he puts forth has more to do with probabilities. Out of a large number of 
people that claim to ‘know’ something, several may be justifiably right, others may be proven 
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wrong, and only a remaining few would have been right due to epistemic luck. That does not 
negate the fact that they knew something, because they still fit the tripartite JTB theory, which 
has not been disproved. This will be looked at in more detail below. 

 
There are no real similarities between Cartesian and Humean scepticism, besides that they 
have both arguably used scepticism methodically. Descartes was a bit more extreme in his 
approach; however, that did not work in his favour, because he started out on strong 
foundations but he could not follow through, especially during the last few meditations, in ‘The 
Meditations on First Philosophy’. The point is that his conclusion, that “God is not a deceiver”, 
leaves many people unsatisfied. Descartes’ scepticism was more internal, meaning he 
questioned the existence of himself, and whether his perceptions were ‘clear and distinct’, 
whether he may be dreaming or not, and so on.  
 
Hume’s scepticism, on the other hand, deals more so with the external world. I say this because 
he makes a valid point when he argues that our inductive assertions are based on our past 
experiences. Hume has been known to criticise Descartes and his method of doubt, calling it 
‘entirely incurable’ and further adding that ‘no reasoning would ever bring us to a state of 
assurance.’ (Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, 1748, p. 149) The reason 
Hume’s scepticism resonates more with me is because it’s consistent, in a manner that 
Descartes scepticism wasn’t.  He asserts more than once that one cannot attain certainty from 
anything that isn’t demonstratable, nor can one attain certainty when the opposite if it is 
conceivable.  

 
To reiterate, the cases that Gettier puts forth seem like rare occurrences, and it should be 
considered whether these rare occurrences of epistemic luck should be seen as an obstacle for 
defining knowledge. If one were to suggest adding a fourth condition to the JTB theory, it 
would only restrict what one may call knowledge. 
 
I believe that the best definition of knowledge that has been put forth is that it is a factive 
mental state, like perceiving and remembering, in the words of Williamson. He also describes it 
as a ‘successful belief’, which falls in line with the JTB theory. (Williamson, 2003) 
 
 
I will further argue that the definition for knowledge should not be so restrictive. However, it 
should also be noted that our understandings of knowledge are not concrete: the world is in a 
constant state of flux, and we should be able to adapt our understandings of knowledge 
accordingly. I believe that, unlike Descartes and many philosophers before him, epistemically 
we should not be looking for certainty in our knowledge. Instead, we should be looking for 
probability. We should have a probabilistic account for knowledge, because we cannot always 
be certain whether our justified true beliefs count as knowledge. Which brings me to my next 
point: the JTB theory should not be abandoned. The JTB theory is a very good premise for what 
should be found in the search of knowledge. Firstly, the conditions are not impossible to attain, 
and knowledge should not be something that is extremely difficult to attain. Second, the only 
good definition of knowledge that been put forth in more recent times is the one that has been 
put forth by Williamson about knowledge being a factive mental state, but even the JTB theory 
still stands even with that definition being put forth. The Gettier cases only prove that we 
cannot have certainty about what is knowledge and what is merely belief. 
 

‘In the theory of knowledge, as in every other branch of science, we must think dialectically, that is, 
we must not regard our knowledge as ready-made and unalterable, but must determine how 
knowledge emerges from ignorance, how incomplete, inexact knowledge becomes more complete 
and more exact.’ (Lenin, 1927) 
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This quote by Lenin encapsulates how knowledge should be perceived, that is, as incomplete 
and inexact. Through our understanding of this it will become more apparent that certainty 
isn’t a condition for knowledge, whereas truth may be. Lenin, following Hegel and Marx, 
advocates for dialectical thinking, by which we can account for contradictions and change over 
time. Something that is true today can be false tomorrow and vice versa, because the world is 
constantly changing and is in a state of flux. Thinking about knowledge dialectically may also 
be grasped through Hume’s problem of induction: the future may not resemble the past. which 
is why many inductive inferences can be doubted and even undemonstratable. Some would 
argue that knowledge has to be certain in order for us to call it knowledge, but I would agree 
with Hume that certainty may only be attainable for deductive reasonings.  

 
Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, there are two chief problems that philosophers face when trying to provide a 
definition for knowledge: the first one I have discussed was a lack of certainty, and the second 
was a probabilistic issue. We’ve looked at how different philosophers approach scepticism, 
how they’ve utilized it in their search for either certainty or knowledge. We’ve also looked at 
the different definitions of knowledge that have been provided by philosophers. I put forth my 
case on why the JTB theory should not be overlooked in light of the Gettier cases. Another 
definition of knowledge that should not be overlooked is Williamson’s definition of knowledge 
being a ‘factive mental state’. Although I have stated previously that the definition of 
knowledge should not be so restrictive, I should reiterate that one cannot know something 
which is false; in that case it is merely a belief. The paper also compared Cartesian scepticism 
to Humean scepticism, in favour of the latter.  Finally, although I agree with Hume’s scepticism 
towards inductive inferences, and that we can never be certain of these inductive inferences, I still 
believe that our claims to knowledge do not rest on certainty, as long as they fit the tripartite JTB 
theory. The justified true belief conditions are sufficient conditions for the definition of knowledge, if 
one were to argue otherwise, then the second-best definition of knowledge is that it is a ‘factive mental 
state’. 
 
 
 

Bibliography 
Newman, L. (2019). Descartes’ Epistemology. Retrieved from Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: 

<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/descartes-epistemology/> 
Descartes, R. (1604). Letters to Regius. Retrieved from Dokumen: https://dokumen.tips/documents/letter-to-regius-16400524.html 

Knowledge. (n.d.). Retrieved 2022, from Information Philosopher: https://www.informationphilosopher.com/knowledge/ 

Ayer, A. (2000). Hume: A Very Short Introduction. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Hume, D. (1739-40). Section VT. Of the inference from the impression to the idea. Retrieved from nothingistic: 

http://nothingistic.org/library/hume/treatise/treatise033.html 

Owens, D. (2000). SCEPTICISMS: DESCARTES AND HUME. Retrieved from whiterose: 

https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/1211/1/owensdj3.htm 

Engel, M. (N/A). Epistemic Luck. Retrieved from Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: https://iep.utm.edu/epi-luck/#SH1c 

Williamson, T. (2003). Knowledge and its Limits. Retrieved from Oxford Scholarchip Online: 

https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/019925656X.001.0001/acprof-9780199256563 

Moore, G. (1968). Certainty. In W. Doney, Descartes: a Collection of Critical Essays (pp. 27-53). Macmillan. 

Hume, D. (1748). An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. London. 

Lenin, V. (1927). Materialism and Empirio-criticism. New York: International Publishers. 

Tweyman, S. (2006). Hume and the Cogito ergo Sum. Retrieved from Taylor & Francis Online: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10848770500116457?scroll=top&needAccess=true 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Page 9 of 18 
 

 
 
 
  



Page 10 of 18 
 

 

GUIDANCE FOR STUDENTS IN THE COMPLETION OF 
TASKS 

 
NOTE: The guidance offered below is linked to the five generic assessment criteria overleaf. 
 
1. Engagement with Literature Skills 
Your work must be informed and supported by scholarly material that is relevant to and focused on the task(s) 
set; you should make use of scholarly reviews and primary sources, as appropriate (for example, refereed 
research articles and/or original materials appropriate to the discipline).    You should provide evidence that you 
have accessed a wide range of sources, which may be academic, governmental and industrial; these sources may 
include academic journal articles, textbooks, current news articles, organisational documents, and websites.  You 
should consider the credibility of your sources; academic journals are normally highly credible sources while 
websites require careful consideration/selection and should be used sparingly.   Any sources you use should be 
current and up-to-date, mostly published within the last five years or so, though seminal/important works in the 
field may be older.  You must provide evidence of your research/own reading throughout your work, using 
correctly a suitable referencing system, including in-text citations in the main body of your work and a reference 
list at the end of your work.  
 
Guidance specific to this assessment:  
 
 
2. Knowledge and Understanding Skills 
At level 7, you should be able to demonstrate a systematic understanding of knowledge, and a critical awareness 
of current problems and/or new insights, much of which is at, or informed by, the forefront of your academic 
discipline, field of study or area of professional practice, with a comprehensive understanding of techniques 
applicable to your own research or advanced scholarship. Your work must demonstrate your growing mastery 
of these concepts, principles, current challenges, innovation and insights associated with the subject area.  
Knowledge relates to the facts, information and skills you have acquired through your learning.  You demonstrate 
your understanding by interpreting the meaning of the facts and information (knowledge). This means that you 
need to select and include in your work the contemporary concepts, techniques, models, theories, etc. 
appropriate to the task(s) set.  You should be able to explain the theories, concepts, etc. meaningfully to show 
your understanding.  Your mark/grade will also depend upon the extent to which you demonstrate your 
knowledge and understanding; ideally each should be complete and detailed, with comprehensive coverage.   
 
Guidance specific to this assessment:  
 
 
3. Cognitive and Intellectual Skills 
You should be able to: evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship in the discipline; evaluate 
methodologies and develop critiques of them and, where appropriate, to propose new hypotheses; deal with 
complex issues both systematically and creatively to make sound judgements in the absence of complete data. 
Your work must contain evidence of logical, analytical thinking, evaluation and synthesis. For example, to 
examine and break information down into parts, make inferences, compile, compare and contrast information.  
This means not just describing what! But also justifying: Why? How? When? Who? Where? At what cost? At all 
times, you must provide justification for your arguments and judgements.  Evidence that you have reflected upon 
the ideas of experts within the subject area is crucial to you providing a reasoned and informed debate within 
your work.  Your choice of methodologies to gather data and information must be rigorously defended. 
Furthermore, you should provide evidence that you are able to make sound judgements and convincing 
arguments using data and concepts.  Sound, valid, persuasive conclusions are necessary and must be derived 
from the content of your work.   Where relevant, alternative solutions and recommendations may be proposed. 
 
Guidance specific to this assessment:  
 
 
4. Practical Skills 
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At level 7, you should be able to demonstrate originality in the application of knowledge, together with a practical 
understanding of how established techniques of research and enquiry are used to create and interpret 
knowledge in the discipline. This includes acting autonomously in planning and implementing tasks at a 
professional or equivalent level, originality in tackling and solving problems, and decision-making in complex 
and unpredictable contexts or situations. 
 
You should be able to demonstrate mastery of the leading edge subject-related concepts and ideas as they relate 
to real world situations and/or particular contexts.  How do they work in practice?  You will deploy models, 
methods, techniques, and/or theories, in those contexts or circumstances, to assess current situations, perhaps 
to formulate plans or plausible, justifiable recommendations to solve problems, or to propose new models, or to 
create artefacts, which may be innovative and creative, thereby demonstrating your understanding of how the 
boundaries of knowledge are advanced through research and/or application.  This is likely to involve, for 
instance, the use of real world artefacts, examples and cases, the application of a model within an organisation 
and/or benchmarking one theory or organisation against others.   
 
Guidance specific to this assessment:  
 
 
5. Transferable Skills for Life and Professional Practice  
Your work must provide evidence of the qualities and transferable skills necessary for postgraduate-level 
employment in circumstances requiring sound judgement, personal responsibility and initiative in complex and 
unpredictable professional environments.  This includes demonstrating: the independent learning ability for 
continuing professional development to advance existing skills and acquire new competences of a professional 
nature that will enable you to assume significant responsibility within organisations; that you can initiate and 
complete tasks, projects and procedures, whether individually and/or collaboratively, to a professional level; 
that you can use appropriate media to effectively communicate information, arguments and analysis in a variety 
of forms for a variety of audiences; fluency of expression; clarity and effectiveness in presentation and 
organisation. Work should be coherent and well-structured in presentation and organisation. 
 
 
Guidance specific to this assessment:  
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     STUDENT FEEDBACK FORM 

 
This section details the extent to which the assessment criteria are demonstrated by you, which in turn determines your 
mark. The marks available for each category of skill are shown. Lecturers will use the space provided to comment on the 
achievement of the task(s), including those areas in which you have performed well and areas that would benefit from 
development/improvement. 
 

Generic Assessment Criteria  
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Assessment Mark (Assessment marks are subject to ratification at the Exam 
Board.  These comments and marks are to give feedback on module work and are for 
guidance only until they are confirmed. ) 

Late Submission Penalties (tick if 
appropriate) 

% Up to 1 week late (50% Max)  

Over 1 week late (0%)  



 

 



 

 

GENERIC ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

 

Level 7 
In accordance with the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications, at the end of Level 7 students should be able to demonstrate: a systematic understanding 
of knowledge, and a critical awareness of current problems and/or new insights, much of which is at, or informed by, the forefront of their academic discipline or 
area of professional practice; a comprehensive understanding of techniques applicable to their own research or advanced scholarship; originality in the application 
of knowledge, together with a practical understanding of how established techniques of research and enquiry are used to create and interpret knowledge in the 
discipline; conceptual understanding that enables the student to evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship in  the discipline to evaluate 
methodologies and develop critiques of them and, where appropriate, to propose new hypotheses. They will be able to deal with complex issues both 
systematically and creatively, make sound judgements in the absence of complete data, and communicate their conclusions clearly to specialist and non-specialist 
audiences.  They will demonstrate self-direction and originality in tackling and solving problems, and act autonomously in planning and implementing tasks at a 
professional or equivalent level to continue to advance their knowledge and understanding, and to develop new skills to a high level. They the qualities and 
transferable skills necessary for employment requiring the exercise of initiative and personal responsibility; decision-making in complex and unpredictable 
situations/professional environments; and the independent learning ability required for continuing professional development. 

 
Level 7 

FAIL FAIL MARGINAL FAIL 
SATISFACTORY 

(Pass) 

GOOD to VERY 
GOOD 

(Merit)  

EXCELLENT 
(Distinction) 

EXCEPTIONAL 
(Distinction) 

Category 0-29% 30-44% 45-49% 50-59% 60-69% 70-84% 85-100% 

Engagement 
with literature 
(including current 
research, 
referencing, 

academic 
conventions and 

academic honesty)  

Little or no 
evidence of 
reading and/or 
reliance on 
inappropriate 
sources. 
Views and 
findings mostly 
unsupported and 
non-
authoritative. 
Referencing 
conventions used 
incoherently or 
largely absent. 

Poor engagement 
with essential 
reading. No 
evidence of wider 
reading. Reliance 
on inappropriate 
sources, and/or 
indiscriminate 
use of sources. 
Heavily reliant on 
information 
gained through 
class contact. 
Inconsistent and 
weak use of 
referencing. 

Engagement with 
a very limited 
range of relevant 
and credible 
sources. Some 
omissions and 
minor errors. 
Referencing 
conventions 
evident though 
not always 
applied 
accurately or 
consistently. 

Engagement with 
an appropriate 
range of 
research-
informed 
literature, 
including sources 
retrieved 
independently. 
Some over-
reliance on texts. 
Referencing may 
show minor 
inaccuracies or 
inconsistencies. 

Engagement with 
a wide range of 
research-
informed 
literature, 
including sources 
retrieved 
independently. 
Selection of 
relevant and 
credible sources.  
Very good use of 
referencing, with 
no/very few 
inaccuracies or 
inconsistencies. 

Engagement with 
an extensive 
range of relevant 
and credible 
literature, 
informed by the 
latest research. 
Consistently 
accurate 
application of 
referencing.  

Exceptional 
engagement with 
an extensive 
range of relevant 
and credible 
literature, 
informed by the 
latest research. 
High-level 
referencing skills 
consistently and 
professionally 
applied. 

Knowledge and 
understanding 
(A systematic, 
conceptual 
understanding of 

Major gaps in 
knowledge and 
understanding of 
the subject 

Gaps in 
knowledge, with 
only superficial 
systematic 

Limited 
knowledge and 
systematic 
understanding of 

Knowledge is 
accurate and 
reasonably 
detailed. A 

Knowledge has a 
well-defined 
focus, which is 
reasonably 

Excellent 
mastery of a 
complex and 
specialised area 

Exceptional 
mastery of a 
complex and 
specialised area 



 

Level 7 
FAIL FAIL MARGINAL FAIL 

SATISFACTORY 
(Pass) 

GOOD to VERY 
GOOD 

(Merit)  

EXCELLENT 
(Distinction) 

EXCEPTIONAL 
(Distinction) 

Category 0-29% 30-44% 45-49% 50-59% 60-69% 70-84% 85-100% 

knowledge, and a 
critical awareness 
of current 
problems and/or 
new insights, 
much of which is 
at, or informed by, 
the forefront of the 
discipline; a 
comprehensive 
understanding of 
techniques 
applicable to their 
own research) 

 

matter is not 
systematic. 
Substantial 
inaccuracies. No 
awareness of 
current 
problems, 
insights or the 
latest research 
and/or advanced 
scholarship 
within the 
discipline. 

 

understanding. 
Some significant 
inaccuracies 
and/or irrelevant 
material.  No 
critical 
awareness of 
current 
problems, 
insights, or latest 
research within 
the discipline. 

the concepts and 
principles within 
the subject area, 
which to some 
marginal extent, 
is informed by 
current research 
and scholarship. 
Some critical 
awareness of 
current problems 
and/or new 
insights, but 
often under-
developed. 

systematic 
understanding of 
the field of study 
informed by, to 
some extent, 
current research 
and scholarship, 
A critical 
awareness of 
current problems 
and/or new 
insights though 
this may be 
under-developed 
occasionally.   

extensive, 
coherent and 
detailed, with a 
critical 
awareness of 
current problems 
and/or new 
insights.  Exhibits 
good 
understanding of 
the breadth and 
depth of 
contemporary 
and established 
views, and the 
work is, at least 
in part, well-
informed by 
current research 
and scholarship.  

of knowledge. A 
systematic, 
excellent 
understanding of 
the concepts of 
the subject 
informed by 
current research 
and scholarship. 
Highly critical 
awareness of 
current problems 
and/or new 
insights. A 
critical, 
awareness of 
how the 
boundaries of 
knowledge are 
advanced 
through research. 

 

of knowledge. An 
exceptionally 
critical 
awareness of 
current problems 
and/or new 
insights. An 
outstanding 
understanding of 
the concepts of 
the subject, well-
informed by 
current research 
and scholarship. 
A critical, 
sophisticated and 
nuanced 
awareness of 
how the 
boundaries of 
knowledge are 
advanced 
through research. 

Cognitive and 
intellectual 
skills  
(Critical 
evaluation of 
current research 
and 
methodologies 
and develop 
critiques of them 
and, where 
appropriate, to 
propose new 
hypotheses; make 
sound judgements 
in the absence of 
complete data.)  

Wholly or almost 
wholly 
descriptive work. 
Little or no 
evaluation or 
critique or 
attempt at a 
systematic 
approach. 
Failure to 
develop 
arguments, 
leading to 
illogical or 
invalid 
judgements. 

Largely 
descriptive work, 
with superficial 
use of critical 
evaluation of 
research and 
methodologies. 
Absent or weak 
development of 
hypotheses and 
judgements. 
Information 
accepted 
uncritically, uses 
generalised 
statements made 

Limited attempt 
at critical 
evaluation/ 
critique of 
current research 
and 
methodologies, 
tending towards 
description. 
Limited attempt 
to propose new 
hypotheses. Can 
deal with 
complex issues 
but not 
systematically or 

Some critical 
evaluation/ 
critique of 
current research 
and 
methodologies, 
though slightly 
underdeveloped 
in places, 
Proposes 
adequate but 
limited new 
hypotheses, 
where relevant. 
Can deal with 
complex issues 

Sound critical 
evaluation/ 
critique of 
current research 
and 
methodologies, 
Proposes new 
hypotheses, 
where 
appropriate. Can 
deal with 
complex issues 
systematically 
and with some 
creativity. Ability 
to make sound 

Excellent critical 
evaluation/ 
critique of 
current research 
and 
methodologies, 
Proposes 
innovative 
hypotheses, 
where 
appropriate. Can 
synthesise 
complex issues 
systematically 
and creatively. 
Ability to 

Exceptional 
critical 
evaluation/ 
critique of 
current research 
and 
methodologies, 
Proposes 
innovative 
hypotheses, 
where 
appropriate. 
Exemplary 
systematic and 
creative 



 

Level 7 
FAIL FAIL MARGINAL FAIL 

SATISFACTORY 
(Pass) 

GOOD to VERY 
GOOD 

(Merit)  

EXCELLENT 
(Distinction) 

EXCEPTIONAL 
(Distinction) 

Category 0-29% 30-44% 45-49% 50-59% 60-69% 70-84% 85-100% 

Unsubstantiated 
generalisations, 
made without 
use of credible 
evidence. 
 

with scant 
evidence and 
unsubstantiated 
opinions. Ideas 
sometimes 
illogical and 
contradictory. 

creatively. Some 
evidence to 
support 
emerging 
judgements but 
these may be 
underdeveloped 
or with a little 
inconsistency / 
mis-
interpretation. 
May assert rather 
than argue a case. 
 

but not fully 
systematically or 
creatively. Ability 
to make 
judgements 
based on data 
(that may be 
incomplete) but 
with some 
tendency to 
assert/state 
opinion rather 
than argue on the 
basis of reason 
and evidence. 

judgements 
based on data 
(that may be 
incomplete)  
 
 

investigate 
contradictory or 
incomplete 
information and 
make strong, 
persuasive, 
arguments and 
sophisticated 
judgements.  
 

synthesis of 
complex issues.   
Ability to 
investigate 
contradictory or 
incomplete 
information and 
make strong, 
persuasive, 
arguments and 
sophisticated, 
nuanced, 
judgements. 
Potential for 
journal 
publication or 
doctoral 
research. 

Practical skills 
(Originality / 
creativity in the 
application of 
knowledge, tools 
and techniques 
and in tackling and 
solving problems 
in complex and 
unpredictable 
professional 
situations; 
practical use of 
established 
techniques of 
research and 
enquiry to create 
and interpret 
knowledge in the 
discipline.) 

Limited or no use 
of methods, 
materials, tools 
and/or 
techniques. 
Little or no 
appreciation of 
the context of the 
application. 
Limited 
understanding of 
the application of 
theory to practice 
or making 
appropriate links 
between the two. 
Very weak 
problem-solving 
skills in complex 
and 

Rudimentary 
application of 
methods, 
materials, tools 
and/or 
techniques but 
without 
consideration 
and competence. 
Flawed 
appreciation of 
the context of the 
application. 
Weak 
understanding of 
the application of 
theory to 
practice, with 
only occasional 
evidence of 
making 

An awareness 
and mostly 
appropriate 
application of 
well-established 
methods, 
materials, tools 
and/or 
techniques, with 
occasional errors. 
Basic 
appreciation of 
the context of the 
application. 
Theoretical 
knowledge and 
understanding 
applied in 
practice, but not 
always making 

An appropriate 
application of 
standard 
methods, 
materials, tools 
and/or 
techniques. 
Clear 
appreciation of 
the context of the 
application. 
Mainly 
consistent, 
accurate and 
logical 
application of 
theory to 
practice, making 
appropriate links 
between the two. 

A very good 
application of a 
range of 
methods, 
materials, tools 
and/or 
techniques. 
Very good 
consideration of 
the context of the 
application, with 
perceptive 
insights. Can 
identify problems 
and propose 
appropriate 
solutions in 
complex and 
unpredictable 
contexts. 

An advanced 
application of 
knowledge, 
methods, 
materials, tools 
and/or 
techniques. 
The context of 
the application is 
well considered, 
and insightful. 
Can identify 
complex 
problems and 
propose excellent 
solutions. An 
excellent grasp of 
techniques 
applicable to own 
research or 

Exceptional 
application skills 
in complex, 
unpredictable, 
contexts, drawing 
skilfully on the 
latest research 
within the 
discipline. Can 
identify complex 
problems and 
propose 
sophisticated, 
original 
solutions.  
An outstanding 
application of 
techniques 
applicable to own 
research or 



 

Level 7 
FAIL FAIL MARGINAL FAIL 

SATISFACTORY 
(Pass) 

GOOD to VERY 
GOOD 

(Merit)  

EXCELLENT 
(Distinction) 

EXCEPTIONAL 
(Distinction) 

Category 0-29% 30-44% 45-49% 50-59% 60-69% 70-84% 85-100% 

unpredictable 
contexts.  

appropriate links 
between the two. 
Weak problem-
solving skills in 
complex and 
unpredictable 
contexts.  
 
 

logical links 
between the two. 
Can identify 
problems and 
propose basic 
solutions without 
fully appreciating 
the complexity of 
unpredictable 
contexts.  

Can identify 
problems and 
propose mostly 
appropriate 
solutions in 
complex and 
unpredictable 
contexts, with 
elements of 
originality. 

Evidence of 
originality and 
creativity.  

advanced 
scholarship. 
Shows originality 
in application of 
knowledge and 
techniques, and 
of how 
established 
techniques of 
enquiry create 
and interpret 
knowledge in the 
discipline. 

advanced 
scholarship. 
Shows originality 
in application of 
knowledge and 
techniques, and 
of how 
established 
techniques of 
enquiry create 
and interpret 
knowledge in the 
discipline with 
assimilation and 
development of 
cutting edge 
processes and 
techniques. 

Transferable 
skills for life 
and 
professional 
practice 
(Exercise of self-
direction, 
autonomy and 
personal 
responsibility; 
plan and 
implement tasks at 
a professional 
level; independent 
learning; use 
appropriate media 
to communicate 
effectively and 
professionally to a 
variety of 
audiences; fluency 
of expression; 
systematic 

Communication 
medium is 
inappropriate or 
misapplied. 
Work is poorly 
structured, 
disorganised 
and/or 
confusingly 
expressed. Very 
weak use of 
language and/or 
very 
inappropriate 
style. Little or no 
evidence of 
autonomy (or 
collaboration, 
where relevant) 
in the completion 
of tasks. Little or 

Communication 
medium is poorly 
designed and/or 
not suitable for 
the audience.  
Work is poorly 
presented in a 
disjointed 
manner. It is 
loosely, and at 
times 
incoherently, 
structured, with 
information and 
ideas often 
poorly expressed. 
Weak use of 
language and/or 
inappropriate 
style. Weak 
independent 

Can 
communicate in a 
suitable medium 
but with some 
room for 
improvement.  
Mostly ordered 
presentation and 
structure in 
which relevant 
ideas / concepts 
are reasonably 
expressed. Work 
may lack 
coherence in 
places. Can work 
as part of a team, 
but with limited 
involvement in 
group activities.  

Can 
communicate 
effectively in a 
suitable format, 
but may have 
minor errors. 
Mostly coherent, 
organised work, 
in a suitable 
structure and is 
for the most part 
clearly 
expressed. Can 
work effectively 
independently 
and/or as part of 
a team, with clear 
contribution to 
group activities.  
Demonstrates the 
skills required in 

Can 
communicate 
well, confidently 
and consistently 
in a suitable 
format. 
Work is coherent, 
fluent, well-
structured and 
organised. Can 
work very well 
autonomously 
and/or as part of 
a team, with a 
good 
contribution to 
group activities.  
Demonstrates 
comprehensive 
professional, 
postgraduate 

Can 
communicate 
professionally 
confidently and 
consistently in a 
suitable format. 
Work is coherent, 
very fluent and is 
presented 
professionally. 
Can work 
autonomously 
with initiative. 
Where relevant 
can work 
professionally 
within a team, 
showing 
leadership skills 
as appropriate, 
managing conflict 

Can 
communicate 
with an 
exceptionally 
high level of 
professionalism.  
Work is 
remarkably 
coherent, very 
fluent and is 
presented 
professionally. 
Can work 
outstandingly 
well and 
professionally 
within a team, 
showing 
advanced 
leadership skills. 
Demonstrates 
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approach; clarity 
and effectiveness 
in presentation 
and organisation.) 

no evidence of 
the skills 
required in 
professional, 
postgraduate 
employment. 
 
 

initiative (or 
collaboration, if 
relevant). 
Limited evidence 
of the skills 
required in 
professional, 
postgraduate 
employment. 

Demonstrates 
some but not all 
of the basic skills 
required in 
professional, 
postgraduate 
employment, 
with some areas 
of minor 
weakness. 

professional, 
postgraduate 
employment, 
with some areas 
of strength and 
some of minor 
weakness. 

employment 
skills. 

and meeting 
obligations. 
Demonstrates 
excellent 
professional, 
postgraduate 
employment 
skills and a 
strong appetite 
for further 
development. 
 

exemplary 
professional, 
postgraduate 
employment 
skills and a 
strong appetite 
for further 
development. 
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