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The Challenge 
Frequently in HE, a discipline has a traditional approach to teaching that is adopted throughout a 

programme. Breaking with tradition can be a challenge, particularly if students are out on placement 

and rarely get an opportunity to see their tutor or their peers.  

Background 
This newly validated module, Further Communicating Science, had a small number of students (3) 

who had already taken a previous module where reflective writing was part of their assessment (see 

case study on pageXX). They were already familiar with applying a reflective approach to their 

learning and development. 

In Further Communicating Science, Dr Moran planned to integrate a large amount of reading 

(papers, newspaper articles) as the basis for activity on the module. This was an unusual approach 

for a physics module. The reading activity was preparation for the literature review that 

underpinned the enquiry based learning approach to the whole module, and students were given 

two scenarios which they had to discuss, and present a solution for at the end of the module.  

The students, all mature, were determined to be teachers and were taking an Undergraduate 

Ambassador Scheme as their final year project. In addition this small group of students were on 

placement during the module, with few opportunities to meet face to face.   

Enhancing Practice 
The use of the wiki tool within the University VLE (Blackboard) was chosen as the main 

communication for this activity.  The VLE was already a familiar tool for the tutor and the students, 

an important consideration for this activity. 

Patches were completed once a week so a record of how each student engaged with the papers and 

their own development built regularly over the course of the module.  Students had to comment on 

their peers’ entries every week.  The tutor also commented on the contributions.  Students selected 

a paper of their own choice for the first patch, and explained the paper in detail, linking it to their 

previous learning. Because the patches were shared between peers, students had resources to 

explanations of papers they had not read, and had the time to study them which would have proved 

hard in a face-to-face seminar context.  

In addition to the patches, the other assessment elements of the modules were also treated as 

patches.  This included an activity where the student had to run and evaluate a physics session for 

non-physics students; produce a written report and an oral presentation.   

The regular use of the wiki provided momentum for when the students were out on placement, and 

Dr Moran comments : 

The main challenges were to do with timetabling and other difficulties rather than with the 
method of assessment or the technology – in fact the technology enabled us to keep 



momentum when students were unavailable to come to a seminar, as there was only 1 day 
per week we were all available. 

 

Reactions 

From the tutor 

Dr Moran was positive about introducing this activity and assessment into this module.   
 

Students are more confident in their learning through requirement to express it regularly and 
consider others’ development….. The technology provides a constant record so they can view 
their development over a period, where their progress is evident, thus further improving 
confidence….Requiring students to write regularly, on, not just the material in a paper, but 
the relevance of this to their other learning enabled them to engage with the material from 
an early point in the module. 
 

With regard to the technology, there was a sense that this had enabled learning and communication: 
 

The technology also gave a strong sense of their level, benchmarks of achievement to aim 
for, and a sense of belonging to students who were out on placement every week and 
therefore lacking in the support network of a laboratory. This constant record also gave them 
an opportunity to see links between their work and that of others on the module and in 
papers (even ones they had not read themselves), at a time they were ready to take this in, 
though they may not have been ready when it was discussed in a seminar. 
 

It is important to note that the technology alone was not the sole reason why this approach to 
assessment was a success. As with other case studies in this project, the technology enabled an 
approach to assessment that prompted deeper learning: 
 

The nature of the patches was particularly appropriate for this subject area and the fact that 
the students were considering their own learning at each stage along the way was very 
important….It [DePTA] significantly developed the confidence of all students involved, firstly 
by explaining what they knew about and how it linked to prior learning they were 
constructing a view from within the module, rather than waiting until the final lecture is 
delivered and then looking holistically at the material with clearly defined boundaries. This is 
a very useful transferable skill as life is rarely packaged in such a manner as a module just 
before exams.  
 

From the learners  

The reaction from this small group of learners is very encouraging. At least one student transferred 

the activity to other areas of her learning in other modules.   

I learned I had been focusing too much on the Maxwell equations as though they were 

everything.  Writing about them in the patches meant I took a step back and put them into 

context with the module as a whole. 

This student continues 

Overall the patches have been an invaluable tool this semester in helping me to keep track of 

my learning and to improve on the areas I needed to. They have also helped me to realise 



what I already know which may sound unproductive but in fact was just the opposite. When 

doing a course such as a degree at times it is difficult to take in all the new information and 

still retain the skills you have learned. The patches help to keep these skills/knowledge in 

focus which means that they are then there to be utilised and extended across all your 

learning and not just the bits you think they will fit into. 

Doing the patches has helped me to realise I have many skills and they are not separate they 

are there to be used in all of my learning and can in fact enhance my learning and 

understanding. 

Another student articulated the process this way: 

On the other hand, if I’m struggling with a particular aspect, it is more beneficial within the 

patch to note down exactly what I’m thinking, and why this is what I’m thinking, all the while 

making appropriate links to the reasons for my trail of thought. In this way it is almost as 

though a thought bubble is created in text format, so that when it is looked at again it can be 

easily evaluated and any mistakes that were made can be avoided in the future. Of course, 

those mistakes will not have appeared to be mistakes at the time, it is only afterwards that 

they are noticed as mistakes, but that is the point of patchwork texts. 

Future Plans 
Digital patchwork text will be a part of any module run by Dr Moran based around communication or 

pedagogy. She is  also considering introducing some form of patchwork text (digital for physics 

students) for year 1 students to keep them on track in the newly validated Working with Physics 

module.  

Key points 

 

The combination of technology and assessment design is a key factor when considering why this 

activity was a success. As Dr Moran points out ‘technology alone would not achieve this’. It was the 

relevance of the DePTA to the students’ learning that progressed this activity and ensured its 

adoption. 

 

 


