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The Challenge 
This physics module was already designed around models of reflection and self-analysis.  Students 

had always been encouraged to evaluate their learning for the duration of the module.  Despite the 

ethos underpinning the module, students struggled to engage continuously with the reflective 

elements. Even though students displayed evidence of substantial improvement in their earlier 

reflective writing, students frequently resorted to evaluating the module when asked for a final 

piece of reflective writing.  Strategies to iron out this problem had been unsuccessful in the past.  

Introducing the DePTA was seen as in keeping with the module approach and a way of solving the 

challenge of engaging students with sustained reflective practice for the duration.   

Background 
One of the aims for this module was to improve science students’ skills in communicating scientific 

information in a wide range of contexts. The learning objectives for the module included giving 

students the opportunity to communicate more confidently and develop an understanding of the 

key factors in successful communication. 

The module has always consisted of three sections/blocks, each with reflective work.  The previous 

pattern before the DePTA was introduced, has been for block one to provide the introduction to 

reflective work, appropriately scaffolded; leading into a second block which is based upon a piece of 

reflective writing, and in the past has generally been well done. This was followed by the third 

element, which is based upon group working, introducing a different dynamic, and which has 

previously seen a major fall-off in performance, which may reflect the group focus and potentially a 

mistaken sense that they have already mastered the approach.    

Enhancing Practice 
This optional physics module ‘Communicating Science’, involved seven final year students and three 

second year students.  The students were made aware of the fact that they were participating in a 

‘new’ type of assessment, and 9/10 accessed the Winter article1 which was available from the 

University VLE.  

The module was divided into 3 blocks: 

 Block one patch (30% of the final mark), was a presentation followed by a reflection on 

learning, their presentation and a comparison with their peers’ presentations.  

 Block two patch (30% of the final mark) was a second presentation based on a newspaper 

article, followed by a similar process as block one, with reflection on learning, their 

presentation and a comparison with their peer’s presentations. 

                                                           
1 Winter, R. (2003) Contextualizing the Patchwork Text: Addressing problems of coursework 

assessment in higher education. Innovations in Teaching and Education International, 40,(2). p 112 

 



For Blocks one and two, the written work was emailed to the tutor and feedback was returned 

via email.  There was time dedicated to guide the students on giving constructive, positive 

feedback.   

 Block three (40% of the module) was a group presentation and a stitching up exercise that 

drew on the previous patches.  This was completed in a Blackboard wiki.  

For the final block, students did share their wikis with each other, but commenting on another peer’s 

work was not encouraged.  It was an expectation that students would draw upon evidence in their 

wiki and included quotes from previous reflective pieces, pictures of slides, and this was used to 

demonstrate and discuss improvements. The students were also required, in this final block, to 

design their own block.  It is important to note that the students were marked upon their use of the 

medium (10%) with a reminder that they were using a wiki, not ‘just a page of paper’. For more 

details about the assessment details, please see appendix one. 

Reactions 

From the module tutor 

Dr Moran sums up her reactions to the innovation she introduced: 

The assessment method of a patchwork text presented in a wiki was very successful in 

overcoming the problems experienced in previous years. I think identifying the patchwork 

text as a ‘new’ type of assessment, although it was similar in many ways to the reflective 

writing in blocks 1 and 2, helped overcome the lethargy usually displayed in the block 3 

reflective piece. The students put a lot of effort into the patchwork text and learnt a lot from 

it….. 

The use of appropriate technology was one of the factors why this innovation to practice was 

effective. Previously the reflective elements of the modules were done as a piece of reflection on 

paper, something that the physics students were unused to. Dr Moran explains: 

The concept of stitching together patches was linked to using evidence (a more familiar 

concept for physics students). The use of a wiki enabled students to upload pictures of slides 

to demonstrate and discuss improvements. This had always been possible in [Microsoft]Word 

but students never thought of it in previous years, and they were encouraged to look at the 

wikis of the other students in their group thus spreading good ideas. 

The quality of the student work was improved by being able to include very specific evidence to 

support their arguments. For example, some students were able to pick the most suitable slides to 

illustrate their point and use arrows to highlight exactly what they meant.  

Longer term, new software to learn stimulated the physics students and helped them see the 

relevance of this work in their potential future careers, where, if they stay in the field of physics, 

there is a lot of work to do online.  

Dr Moran felt that in particular, the final block, where one of the requirements was to design their 

own block:  



this year they were fantastic, and much of the reasoning behind their choice of activities and 

assessment led directly from what they had discussed in the patchwork text – as these were 

submitted together as a wiki, the students seemed to link them together far better than in 

previous years….students developed their ideas far more based on their discussion of what 

did and did not work for them than in previous years. Having identified a gap/problem they 

came up with a solution and worked it out, presenting it in the format of a Block introduction 

more than students have in the past 5 years in paper submissions.  

Whilst the final stitching up exercise in the wiki was seen as a huge improvement on the work in 

previous years, the overall average grade for the module has been lower than in previous years and 

highest and lowest grades are lower than in previous years.  

Dr Moran sums up her impressions of the impact this innovation has had: 

…it basically solved the problem of students not engaging with the final (and important) 

reflective piece…. The nature of the patchwork text (evidence based) linked better to physics 

students than just emphasising the analytical approach required for reflective writing. 

Further the requirement of evidence meant the use of a wiki was not an artificial element. …  

From the students 

Initially students were ‘a little put off’ by the idea of something new.  They were cautious about the 

name of the assessment i.e. patchwork text and the format the final stitching up would be 

completed in as using a wiki was a new experience. They overcame this quite quickly as within their 

discipline they are introduced to new technology regularly.  

The students took the activity of giving each other face to face feedback very seriously.  They also all 

reported in the survey distributed at the end of the module that the feedback had been prompt. 

When asked if they agreed with the statement ‘Feedback on my work has helped me improve my 

final submitted work’,  8 out of 9 respondents agreed or strongly agreed, and one respondent 

selected neither agree nor disagree.   

Future plans 
Next year the module will run on the same basis, but curriculum change after this will mean the 

module will be for final years only. Dr Moran says she will definitely continue with the DePTA as ‘we 

may have hit on an approach to reflective writing appropriate for Physics students’ 

Key Points 

Sharing with the students the processes and pedagogy underpinning the module tasks seems to 

have paid dividends. The students were made aware of the value of giving constructive feedback,  its 

place in the patchwork text assessment process and how technology can support this. 

Even students accustomed to using technology to support their discipline studies can be cautious 

about using a new technology for assessment. However, handled well by the tutor, these concerns 

can be quickly overcome with good results and improvements in student performance. 

 



  



 

 

Appendix One 
Assessment details: 

Here are the topics you are specifically trying to address in your patch work text wiki: 

1.  Constructive  evaluation  of  the  presentations,  in  particular your own contribution.   

2.  Constructive evaluation of PHYS241 overall.   

3.  Your design for a possible block for PHYS241 (explaining why you think it will work/what it will 

address) 

 

The Patchwork Text will be assessed as follows: 

Use of medium (it's a wiki not just a page of paper) 10% 

Presentation 10% 

 

Making clear points 20% 

Making reasoned arguments 20% 

Using evidence to support your arguments 20% 

Clear explanations of what you mean 20% 

 

 

 


