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The Challenge 
The final year of an undergraduate degree is potentially a time of high pressure for students 

who are anxious about getting a good classification and may be concerned about career 

opportunities after graduation. The students in this case study were taking a photography 

degree and this professional development module was running whilst the students were 

simultaneously heavily engaged with the organisation and production of final year practical 

photography work. 

Many of students in this case study were facing additional demands as they were travelling a 

distance to attend university and were juggling academic and personal commitments.  It was 

anticipated that the students would feel less pressurised if they were given the opportunity to 

work in small groups and be more in control of the pace of work and their own timetables at 

this stage in their undergraduate studies. 

Background 
The module, called Professional Development, is a level 6 module designed for photography 

students. Students, in total 14, learn about employability, educational and practice-based 

contexts that are relevant to their career interests and aspirations. This involves the 

identification, development and application of academic, personal and practical skills that 

then enable students to devise effective personal strategies to achieve individual career 

objectives. Students research and analyse employment opportunities and employers’ needs, 

and the development of relevant employability, self-employment and enterprising skills. 

Furthermore, they consider post-graduate opportunities open to them in this discipline. 

Before introducing the DePTA the module focussed on group seminar presentations and in-

class discussion, designed to support and contribute to the production of a 2000 word 

equivalent seminar report, which accounted for 50% of the module assessment. The 

remaining 50% of the module was assessed by means of a ‘career investigation’, where 

students produced an in depth ‘plan of action’ for after they graduate. Each student was 

asked to produce a suitable ‘package’ that could be used to strive towards their identified 

goals.  

Enhancing Practice 
Small group work remained integral to the design of this module when the DePTA was 

introduced. Students worked in small groups to research and present on potential areas of 

employment. The students chose the groups they joined and organized when and where 

they met. The four groups work on one of the following topics: 

 Editorial photography (related to those elements, such as supplements, which 
accompany some papers, and the focus upon ‘telling a story’ within pieces contained 
within these; 

 Self-employment as a photographer; 

 Working with new media, such as video, reflecting the breakdown in  specific roles and 
genres; 

 Further professional education/CPD. 



 

The structure of the assessment elements was: 

Patch 1: Design of a group seminar presentation. The tutor gave feedback on this and 

students had the opportunity to make changes based on the feedback. 

Patch 2: Deliver seminar presentation. These presentations were videoed and then shared 

online using the blog tool in Blackboard with a link to YouTube where the videos were 

hosted. These videos were shared with the whole cohort, not restricted to just the group the 

student was working in. Discussion online about these videos was encouraged. Students 

received tutor and peer feedback via the blog. The students showed a preference for giving 

feedback verbally rather than leaving feedback online. 

Prior to submitting patches 3 & 4, students met with the tutor for an individual tutorial. 
Students received verbal feedback on patches 1 & 2, intended to further contribute to their 
production of assessed pieces of work. 
 
Patch 3: Seminar report/assignment that included a patchwork stitching together, produced 

individually, and incorporating feedback from tutor and from peers via the blog about the 

presentation. (50%). Students could send a draft to the tutor in advance of the assignment 

due date. They also received summative feedback. 

Patch 4:  Individual career plan/investigation. 

Reflective commentary (stitching up): Students were instructed to write a short (500 word) 

reflective commentary that identified and reflected upon key graduate employability skills 

that the students had engaged with and developed through participation in the module. 

Although the technology used was chosen for its familiarity for students and the tutor, in 

practice it was not as easy to use for the purposes of this activity as anticipated. The module 

prescribed the use of a blog within Blackboard, the institutional VLE. As previously 

mentioned, videoed presentations were uploaded to YouTube and then a link created within 

the blog. Some students required support in order to do this successfully. The duration of a 

video uploaded to YouTube can only be ten minutes so the presentation videos had to be 

broken into small clips, thus reducing the continuity of the presentation. The VLE was very 

restrictive regarding the type of file the students could upload and link together, hampering 

the production of a reflective commentary that drew on a variety of multimedia files. This is a 

particularly important consideration for a visual arts course. In addition, programme policy 

required students to submit their assignments through Turnitin, the plagiarism detection 

system. This militated against a ‘richer range’ of evidence as only one type of document can 

be uploaded (e.g. PDF or a Microsoft file). The ‘workaround’ was to ask students to email 

additional documents to the tutor, with a cross-reference to their Turnitin submission. 

Reactions 

From the tutor 

For David Penny, the experience of integrating the DePTA into the module has been a 

positive one.  

 



With regard to the grades awarded for this module, students who didn’t use the opportunity 
to submit work early and get feedback from the tutor, in most cases received lower grades 
than those that sought to submit work for feedback. However, for much of the work 
submitted for feedback, all that was needed was a reminder to read the assignment 
instructions properly and apply these to the set work.  
 
David highlighted the benefit of seeing student work early in the module: 

Grades seem to be higher for students that have lower grades in some of their ‘main’ 
photographic modules. The opportunity to see so much work and read their work at 
an early stage has revealed quite a few academic and personal insecurities in 
students and I have been able to see this early and talk students through these 
issues. I feel that the degree to which such issues are revealed is reduced as you 
move closer to the final deadline as poorer or less confident students are less likely 
to take risks with the work they produce. 

 
The use of the technology and the freedom to set their own timetable has encouraged the 
students to work independently and there is evidence completing the stitch up document has 
enhanced students’ ability to fulfil learning outcomes focussing on building skills required in 
employment. There is of course a negative element; less willing students may not find the 
independence valuable when it comes to organising their time or their study. 
 
From a workload perspective there was more support needed to guide students how to use 

the technology than had originally been anticipated. However, as David comments: 

Whilst the transposition of the module to the DePTA model, took some time and also 
required additional support and teaching hours to get students up to speed with the 
digital technology, I feel that teaching the module in this way has been successful in 
its facilitation of a flexible approach to learning and teaching.  

 

From learners 

Students did appear to be more autonomous as the process developed particularly in two 

areas. First they appeared to enjoy the independence of managing their own timetable. 

Second, although the students were hesitant about leaving critical comments about peers’ 

work, the blog became a place where they shared resources such as journal articles. This 

flourished independently of any instructions by the tutor.  

A majority of the students felt that the feedback they received had improved their final grade, 

and that the process had made them more confident. 

Future Plans 
The use of the DePTA has been an effective response to the challenges discussed above 

and it is anticipated that when the module runs again, a DePTA will be part of the course 

design. However, when the DePTA is used in the next iteration of the module, there will be a 

review of the technology used. For this visual arts degree the technology needs to support 

the integration of large multimedia files into assignments. Reflective commentaries may be 

wholly text based, but evidence is likely to be a multimedia file such as a photograph or 

video. 

In addition, David feels that the use of a blog, earlier in the programme could benefit 

students and address a lifelong learning agenda 



On the photography course, students engage with professional development 

modules at levels 4, 5 and 6. It is possible that a personal blog kept through the 

course could be developed progressively and assessed at select points. Such a 

progressive development might well increase students familiarity with such 

technology and by the end of level 6 they could have a digital portfolio that is likely to 

be of more practical use when seeking employment – many similar courses also 

teach web development skills as a part of final year assessment – I see significant 

cross overs between such units and the potential for teaching professional 

development. using DePTA. 

Key Points 

Choosing a learning technology that is inadequate for the subject discipline can limit the 

effectiveness of the innovation being introduced. Some disciplines may require specialist 

learning technologies, particularly when reflection on learning development is a course 

requirement and evidence is in the form of a variety of multimedia formats. 


