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The Challenge 
The challenge for the course team teaching this unit in Critical Social Psychology is a 

familiar one in higher education. Whilst stronger students taking the unit found the 

coursework liberating and rose to the challenge of writing an essay, the weaker students 

either avoided the complexity of the critical readings and wrote only about the familiar 

traditional theories or succumbed to the temptation of plagiarism. The temptation to 

plagiarise was especially strong in the students who had low engagement with the unit and 

who had left writing the essay at the last minute.  

The unit developed an inquiry-based learning approach to address the challenges identified 

above, but found that there was a lack of sufficient evidence of what the students individually 

produced and the processes they engaged in to develop their learning. Disappointingly, the 

problem with plagiarism among weaker students persisted despite these changes to the 

assessment. 

Background 
At the University of Bedfordshire, Critical Social Psychology, a level 3 unit, aims to critically 

examine ‘classic’ or traditional social psychological approaches and evaluate the potential of 

alternative ones for theorising and researching around specific topics (e.g. personhood, 

aggression, emotions and relationships).  

Before participating in this JISC project, the unit had, for several years, relied on lectures 

and seminars plus an assessment that was a ‘position paper’ and an essay on a specific 

topic drawing on traditional and critical approaches. In an attempt to address the challenges 

outlined above, the course team, in 2009/10 incorporated features of ‘inquiry-based learning’ 

in an attempt to  

a. Recognise the students’ prior experiences and understanding regarding a topic of 

their choice as a starting point for the construction of knowledge. 

b. Enrich this informal understanding through a focused review of mainstream social 

psychology. 

c. Encourage a shift in their thinking by applying a critical social psychological approach 

to their topic.   

A second position paper (Position Paper 2) replaced the essay. It is this paper that was 

redesigned into a DePTA in this project.  

Enhancing Practice 
The DePTA was Position Paper 2, but redesigned to address the challenges outlined above. 

24 students were enrolled in the unit. For Position Paper 2 students were required to write 

four patches, in PebblePad©, at specific times, based on their participation in group inquiry 

sessions and their individual study (see figure 1). Students worked in small groups on 

agreed topics and emailed questions to their tutor, who then uploaded the questions into 

PebblePad© as a resource. Students could not comment on or discuss the questions after 



they had been emailed to the tutor. All patches were text-based and had a relatively small 

word count. Students did not share their patches, but they were allowed to change their work 

up to the day of final submission. Tutors checked that students had uploaded their patches 

by the deadlines and provided general and informal comments, but not specific feedback 

before the final submission.  
Fig. 1 

  
The final commentary stitched the previous work in the blogs together resulting in the 

DePTA being Position Paper 2 and critical review worth 55% of the final mark. Position 

Paper 1 was 15% of the mark. In addition, the students were required to do a group 

presentation worth 30% of the final mark. Figure 2 shows how the DePTA, and the 

coursework were integrated into the unit. 

Fig.2 Coursework in blue, DePTA in yellow. 

 



Reactions 

From the Course Team 

The course team reported a high rate of submission (and no late or incomplete assignments) 

and also no indications of plagiarism. The average grade for this assessment was higher 

than in previous iterations of the unit. Overall, there was staff satisfaction with the grades 

obtained by the students. However, there are some key points which emphasise that this 

was a result of a combination of the technology and the pedagogical approach integrated 

into the unit. 

As this was an innovative approach to assessment the course team found that there was 

additional work explaining repeatedly to the students how the assessment worked. The 

assessment ‘generated considerable anxiety’ amongst students initially, although this 

anxiety dispersed as the unit progressed. A small number of students still submitted their 

work at the last minute, and in consequence, there was little time to address problems. 

Whilst there was additional work for the course team writing the instructions and uploading 

them to the University’s virtual learning environment and in supporting students to complete 

their assessment in this manner, there was time saved when it came to marking the 

assignments. ‘We were able to return feedback and grades within 11 working days’ 

commented Dr Gaitán.  

Tutors were able to access the blogs at any time during the unit, something that would have 

been impossible with paper copies. 

While some further work may be required in respect of aligning the assessment criteria with 
the learning outcomes, in particular in identifying which criteria (particularly related to the 
style of presentation) should be common across patches and which specific to particular 
patches, the overall sense is of staff satisfaction with student outcomes. While it has been 
hard work for tutors, with some initially negative feedback, the outcomes have been positive 
ones. 
 

From the learners 

Dr Gaitán observed: 

It has been very interesting that some of the most committed students showed 
anxiety about the new kind of assessment at the beginning. It is not completely clear 
why, but one reason could be that they have been very successful in the traditional 
assessments and feel the new assessment may pose a risk to their expected high 
grades and classification. The interviews indicate that this anxiety was associated 
with a feeling of confusion, as they had never encountered this type of assessment 
before. However, most of them gradually got used to the concepts and were happy 
with the experience and the results, with the exception of one student who did not 
see any advantage. They said the assessment supported their learning through a 
gradual step-by-step approach where the writing was staggered and there was time 
to think about the questions that had emerged through the inquiries. Many compared 
the Patchwork Text Assessment to other types of assessments and said they had 
enjoyed it more.  
 

Once the students were at the end of the unit, they reported that the assignment was far less 
stressful that more traditional assessments where there is one single final submission. Many 
said that the assessment represented their learning process well. 



With regard to the technology used, there was mixed reactions. Students appreciated being 
able to return to their work and edit their patches before the final submission date. Students 
valued their work being stored in one place and liked the fact that they could read the tutor’s 
comments and feedback online. Although it is simple to share patches between peers, this 
time around there have been concerns that students would be reluctant to show their work in 
progress, not least based upon anxiety that their ideas will be copied. While the tight word 
limits for the patches was considered appropriate and even welcomed by most students, a 
minority found them too restrictive. 
 
The predominant view now is that students recognised the learning that had taken place and 
agreed that the assignments had supported that learning, with the blogs they produced 
demonstrating critical thinking and a real process of engaging critically with the material and 
– self-critically - with their own views, ‘personal journeys of exploration’. This appears as a 
result not only of the technology but also of the pedagogic approach, or perhaps of the 
combination. For example, in Position Paper 1– written outside of the blog – students are 
encouraged to make use of their previous experience(s) and expand these, to recognise that 
this knowledge is not separate from life, and that they are entitled to hold such views. The 
recording of such information digitally also engages with understandings and conventions in 
using social media, where personal expression is the norm. 
 

From the external examiner 

The external examiner was very positive and praised the innovation of using blogs in a final 

year assessment. 

Future plans 
The course team were cautious about extending the DePTA approach to other levels. 

However, introducing a DePTA or a similar activity, from the first year onwards may result in 

hostilities to this approach to assessment being overcome by virtue of the fact that it then 

becomes accepted as ‘the norm’.  

Staff attitudes to the DePTA were seen as a necessary consideration if the DePTA approach 

was to be extended. Staff resistance to the use of digital technologies can present a 

substantial stumbling block; staff enthusiasm and commitment is a necessary pre-condition 

for success.  

With regard to the Critical Social Psychology unit, there are plans to introduce graphic or 

audio files so that the activity is suited to a range of learners. In addition, there may be more 

sharing of material between students. One student valued the group presentation, which was 

ten minutes long, and emphasised how much she had learnt from other students’ 

presentations. There may therefore, be merit in changing the order of assessments in future 

iterations of the unit so that the group presentation precedes the construction and 

submission of Position Paper 2.  

Key Points 

The considerable success of the DePTA is in part due to the combination of principles of 
inquiry based learning and experiential learning in a unit that encourages critical thinking 
about topics of a disciplinary nature     Dr Gaitán 
 



It is important for course teams to address student anxieties about a new assessment 
process. Handled appropriately, students’ anxieties will give way to confidence and 
appreciation of innovative assessment.  

 

 

 

 

 


