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The Challenge 

Prior to introducing the DePTA, there was a temptation for students to delay mastering their 

knowledge and understanding until immediately before the summative assessment point.   

Anthony describes the challenge prior to introducing the DePTA: 

During my time in HE, I have been concerned that a number of students (possibly the 
majority) attend lectures and then file their notes for later.  The result is that students end up 
engaging with / thinking properly about the subject matter of the modules at the time of 
revision.  Our marking criteria, however, emphasise (rightly) the level of critical engagement 
with the content and the originality of thought that students bring to this.  This depth of 
understanding cannot easily be achieved when effort is given to the material solely at the 
time of revision and students can make little use of their previous engagement.  The 
coursework essay therefore stands out as an isolated instance of engagement with the 
material during the semester. 
 

In addition, there was a challenge engaging students in critical appreciation of current journal 

articles, and linking this to the third year dissertation, where the emphasis is upon reading 

critically, understanding the article in the context in which it was written, and being able to 

relate understanding to other areas of work. Students in this discipline have to build up 

synoptic skills and see the discipline in the round.  However, modular provision tends to 

fragment learning, and as such, the opportunity to relate such learning to wider 

understanding of the discipline is missed.  

Background 

The DePTA was introduced into a third year module (Palaeolithic Art in Europe) taken by a 

small number of students (six began, four completed) in semester 1.  This builds upon a 

Level 2 module (The Archaeology of the Upper Palaeolithic: modern human in Western and 

Central Europe‟) which introduced students to the use of concept mapping within the 

discipline. Prior to the introduction of the DePTA, the module was assessed through an 

essay of up to 3000 words length (25%), a seminar presentation (15%) and an exam (60%).  

This is a „fairly standard‟ pattern of assessment for a module that focuses on period / area 

specific knowledge rather than the acquisition of practical skills and knowledge, or 

languages. 



50% of graduates from this programme continue to further study/research and any of those 

who move into employment do so in areas related to archaeology or encountering 

archaeology. 

Enhancing Practice 

The revised module that incorporated the DePTA ran over one semester in 2010. In the 

module handbook, the DePTA was described to the students in this way: 

This module combines 22 hours of formal contact time, divided between a mixture of 

lecture presentations, round-table / seminar discussions and a presentation. In the 

round-table / seminar sessions students will present a piece of work related to the 

learning outcomes of the module, which will then be discussed amongst the group. 

The piece of work may be in the form of a critical review of a piece of published 

research, a concept map of an area of study, a timeline, a synopsis of current work.  

Attendance at all sessions is compulsory. 

A significant element of the assessment of this module will be the preparation of a 

“patchwork-text” for the written assessment.  A patchwork-text, as its name implies, is 

made up of a series of smaller pieces of „written work‟ – the patches – that are 

produced at regular intervals.  These patches form the basis for regular peer-

assessment and discussion, as well as regular feedback from the module teacher.     

At the end of the module, students submit all the patches (which may be revised on 

the basis of feedback received), as well as a final synoptic piece that reflects on the 

achievement of the learning outcomes of the module.   Patchwork-text assessments 

have been devised as a means of better assessing the achievement of the learning 

outcomes of a module, and encouraging a deeper learning than is often achieved 

through the traditional essay format.  Regular feedback also offers students the 

chance to develop their learning in advance of the final summative assessment. 

For this module, the themes for the patches have been devised to ensure that 

students have read the core readings and can present their understanding of key 

topics.  The patches will take a variety of different forms (critical review of a research 

article, timeline, concept map, seminar hand-out, written synopsis of a selection of 

sources, a research grant proposal) to make best use of the different learning styles 

of students and to reflect the fact that an understanding of this module topic can take 

more than a written essay format.  The round-table discussions provide a regular 

opportunity for students to receive peer-assessment and feedback on their work, 

whilst there will be feedback from the module teacher each week on the submitted 

patches.  Individual patches can be revised on the basis of the feedback received 

prior to their formal summative assessment at the end of the module. 

The patchwork text assessment was 30% of the final mark. The other assessments were an 

exam (60%) and a presentation (10%).  

Resources needed to support the creation of the patches were made available through the 

institutional virtual learning environment (VLE).   

Every time a patch was completed, the student emailed it as an attachment to the tutor who 

then copied the work for discussion within during the round-table discussions..  

Subsequently formative feedback was emailed back to students in narrative form and this 



generally reflected the feedback from the dialogue within the round-table..  Because this 

feedback was offered early enough in the module, it could be built upon by students when 

revising or constructing later patches and this related learning was reflected in the final 

submissions.  The final (assessed) seminar presentation is based upon application for a 

research grant and used an appropriate grant application format, so that students gained an 

understanding of the submission process and the key aspects required within it (aims, 

objectives, methods etc).  Pre-existing grading descriptors were used to mark the DePTA. 

These descriptors relate to the subject benchmark statements for Archaeology, and are 

measured according to the methodologies relevant to archaeology. 

The subject matter for each patch usually built on the topic of the lecture preceding the work 

on the patch.  So for example the timeline patch (to be completed during weeks 3-4) 

followed a lecture in week 3 that introduced students to the academic study of Palaeolithic 

art including contributions made by key discipline specialists and their writings and/or the 

discovery of significant archaeological evidence. The timeline required students to order 

these events and explore the connections between them.  The patches, therefore, were 

intended to get students to engage with the subject matter of the module in a regular manner 

through a piece of work that would also provoke them to think about the broad context of 

research on this topic.   

The patches were designed to encourage students to develop specific research skills, critical 

reading of journal articles, the writing of synopses of research publications that would be of 

use in their on-going work for their own dissertations.  All third year students on this 

programme have to write a 12,000 word dissertation, and no special dissertation skills 

component was offered. However some of the patches, such as the critical reviews, the 

synopsis of writings and, to a certain extent the timeline and the later peer discussion of 

these patches were intended to enhance these skills and were presented to the students as 

such.  The concept maps were chosen partly because the same student cohort had used 

them in a Level 2  (NQF 5) module, and also to encourage students to see the bigger 

context of academic connections related to key topics. 

Fig 1 illustrates the organisation and topic of each patch and format required.  For the 

production of the patches students used a combination of: 

 Microsoft Word©  

 Microsoft Powerpoint©  

 Timeline software (such as Beedocs “Timeline” & SmartDraw) 

 CMap Tools for making concept maps  

Anthony deliberately chose a technically simple approach, based on his past experiences 

with introducing technology: 

From previous years I have realised that if you introduce new software it requires 
some time to learn for all concerned and I wanted the students to be able to 
concentrate on the work and not get frustrated with the digital achievement of it.   
I also wanted a system that I would be familiar with and would not get caught out by 
not yet knowing how to use it properly.   
 



  

Fig 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Reactions 

From the tutor 

Anthony believes that the module ran well, and the discussion by students in class was excellent and 
positive.  The module questionnaire returns are also very positive, especially those questions 
relating to feedback issues. 
 

I like it.  It has allowed me to be both creative in the design of individual patches; it has 
encouraged me to think about a broad range of skills and knowledge that might be acquired 
and developed (much more so than is the case with an essay), and I also think it is good for 
the students to understand that there are many ways of working on an issue and that HE can 
develop.   

 
Overall it has been „fun, enjoyable, to see students develop through this process‟.  

Anthony felt that the DePTA fits well within the discipline culture, because, whilst essays are 

probably still the most common form of coursework due to both lecturer and student 

familiarity and „confidence‟ in their form, there is a broad range of different forms of 

assessment used in archaeology at Liverpool (CPD workbooks, posters, presentations, 

reports on small projects, dissertations, technical drawings and surveys, etc.). This variety of 

assessment methods reflects the breadth of the subject matter and the range of professional 

practical and scientific skills that are taught in the discipline 

Anthony expresses a note of caution as, given the small numbers of students on the module 

and the fact that students taking such a specialised module are usually committed students, 

it is impossible to say whether the DePTA has raised the overall standard of attainment.  

Indeed, the overall grades for students for this year are roughly on a par with previous 

student cohorts.  

Anthony has also highlighted the issue of whether this specific approach to a DePTA would 

be sustainable with large cohorts of students.  Anthony was able to email feedback to his 

students within two days of the group seminar, and this turn-around time could be a 

substantial challenge with larger numbers of students. 

From the learners 

The reaction from the students has been largely positive. „it‟s nice to get something that is 

not an essay‟. 

The feedback from the small number of students who completed the questionnaire has been 

positive about the prompt feedback and the value of this feedback.  

Future plans 

Next year  the intention is to include DePTA within the third year module and to include 

patchwork assessment with level 2 students as they prepare for tutorial meetings which can 

also contribute toward essays, „easing them in‟. 



Key Points 
The DePTA can be an effective way of engaging students in a variety of formats for 

presenting information such as concept maps and timelines. 

The DePTA approach can support students progressing from one module to another or who 

are engaged in other substantial assessments such as writing a dissertation. 

 

 


