
Project Identifier: LTI5 DePTA 
Version Final 
Contact: Caroline Marcangelo, University of Cumbria 
Date: 02/08/2011 

 Page 1 of 22 
 

 

JISC Final Report  
 

Project Information 

Project Identifier To be completed by JISC  

Project Title  Digitally-enhanced Patchwork text Assessment 

Project Hashtag  

Start Date 01 July 2010 End Date 31 July 2011 

Lead Institution University of Cumbria 

Project Director N/A 

Project Manager Caroline Marcangelo  

Contact email  Email: caroline.marcangelo@cumbria.ac.uk Tel: 01228 616228 

Partner Institutions The Centre for Recording Achievement (CRA) and the Universities of 
Bedfordshire, Cumbria, Derby, Liverpool & Wolverhampton 

Project Web URL http://dpta.wordpress.com/ 

Programme Name eLearning Programme: Learning and Teaching Innovation Grants 

Programme Manager Sarah Davies/Lisa Gray 

 
Document Information 

Author(s)  Caroline Marcangelo 

Project Role(s)  Project Manager 

Date 14
th
 June 2011 Filename  

URL http://dpta.wordpress.com/ 

Access This report is for general dissemination  

 
Document History 

Version Date Comments 

Draft 1 14
th
 June 2011 This is a first draft for review by Sarah Davies before handover 

to a JISC colleague. As the project will not complete until 31 
July 2011, further data will be gathered prior to the final report. 

Final 2
nd
 August 2011 Final submitted report 

   

 
 
 



Project Identifier:  DePTA 
Version: FINAL 
Contact: Caroline Marcangelo University of Cumbria 
Date: 1

st
 August 2011 

 

Document title: JISC Final Report – Digitally-enhanced Patchwork Text Assessment 

Page 2 of 22 

Table of Contents 
 

............................................................................................................................................1 

1 PROJECT SUMMARY.................................................................................................................................3 

2 MAIN BODY OF REPORT ...........................................................................................................................4 

3 .1 PROJECT OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES ..................................................................................................................... 4 

3.2 HOW DID YOU GO ABOUT ACHIEVING YOUR OUTPUTS / OUTCOMES?............................................................................ 5 

2.3 WHAT DID YOU LEARN? ................................................................................................................................ 7 

2.4 IMMEDIATE IMPACT ..................................................................................................................................... 9 

2.5 FUTURE IMPACT ........................................................................................................................................ 12 

3 CONCLUSIONS........................................................................................................................................14 

4 RECOMMENDATIONS.............................................................................................................................15 

5 IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE ............................................................................................................15 

6 REFERENCES ...........................................................................................................................................16 

7 APPENDICES ...........................................................................................................................................17 

7.1 APPENDIX 1: STUDENT SURVEY SENT TO ALL STUDENT PARTICIPANTS.................................................................... 17 

7.2 APPENDIX 2: TASKS, CHALLENGES AND FUNCTIONALITIES OF LEARNING TECHNOLOGIES IN THE DEPTA PROCESS ........... 19 



Project Identifier:  DePTA 
Version: FINAL 
Contact: Caroline Marcangelo University of Cumbria 
Date: 1

st
 August 2011 

 

Document title: JISC Final Report – Digitally-enhanced Patchwork Text Assessment 

Page 3 of 22 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
This report is of a one year project funded through the JISC Learning & Teaching Innovation Grant 
round 5. It has been a truly collaborative project, with a major input from the seven module leaders 
implementing the project supported by their managers: 

 
University of Bedfordshire (Psychology): Alfredo Gaitan and Joseph Adonu 
University of Cumbria (Photography): David Penny 
University of Derby (Law): Karen Clubb 
University of Liverpool (Archaeology): Anthony Sinclair 
University of Liverpool (Physics): Lynne Moran 
University of Wolverhampton (Psychology): Wendy Nichols & Caroline Wesson 

 
There have also been considerable contributions from their academic development colleagues in two 
of the universities, notably Janet Strivens in the University of Liverpool, and Megan Lawton in the 
University of Wolverhampton. Finally there has been major participation by Rob Ward, Director of the 
Centre for Recording Achievement who undertook the evaluation, and Sarah Chesney, Education 
Consultant, who supported the participants throughout the project. The overall directional steer, 
coordination and momentum has been provided by Caroline Marcangelo, project manager supported 
by Linda Shore, project administrator from the University of Cumbria.  

1 Project Summary  
High stakes assessment in undergraduate programmes often consists of summative examinations 
and essays, however these traditional forms of assessment do not always expose and capture the 
broader student understanding, subject skills and transferable graduate capabilities valued by 
employers. In addition traditional methods of assessment do not easily facilitate opportunities for 
formative feedback, peer interaction and self-assessment leading to meta-cognition. Evidence from 
professional programmes using patchwork text assessment shows this method to be an effective 
approach for demonstrating these attributes and affording the opportunity for feedback. 
 
In essence, a patchwork text consists of “a variety of small sections, each of which is complete in 
itself, and the overall unity of these component sections, although planned in advance is finalized 
retrospectively, when they are ‘stitched together’....Each of the short pieces of writing is shared within 
a small group of learners as part of the teaching-learning process. At the end of the module learners 
add a reflexive commentary to the short pieces they have already written, which they may also, if they 
wish, revise and edit “(Winter, 2003).   
 
The overarching aims of this digitally-enhanced patchwork text assessment (DePTA) project were to 
demonstrate how technology can enhance an already-proven assessment method, and to extend the 
relevance and utility of a patchwork text assessment to more traditional subject disciplines in different 
Higher Education Institutions. The disciplines included Archaeology (University of Liverpool), Law 
(University of Derby), Photography (University of Cumbria), Physics (University of Liverpool), and 
Social Psychology (Universities of Bedfordshire & Wolverhampton)  
 
The project implemented and evaluated the DePTA process in relation to: 

• practicability in terms of institutional technological resources   

• capacity to enhance and evidence student learning at a high-stakes level 

• sustainability in relation to staff workload 
 

A diverse range of technologies were selected by the project partners, mostly chosen for pragmatic 
reasons such as familiarity and availability within the institution.  
 
A notable finding common to all project partners in the successful implementation of a DePTA was the 
need to recognise and reconcile tensions inherent in the context provided by the combination of 
subject discipline, learning technologies and institutional protocols.  See section 3.3 for an illustration 
of this.  
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2 Main Body of report 

3 .1 Project Outputs and Outcomes 
 

Output / Outcome Type 
(e.g. report, publication, software, 
knowledge built) 

Brief Description and URLs (where applicable) 

 
Final report to JISC 

 
General overview of the project outcomes and outputs 
Available from http://dpta.wordpress.com & from the CRA 
website at http://www.recordingachievement.org/higher-
education/depta-project.html  

 
Case Studies Resource 

 
An opportunity for the project partners to provide a focussed 
report that will be a resource for specific subject disciplines. It 
includes illustrated text-based case studies from each of the 
partners with details of the assessment design and its 
implementation, plus a short video from each of the partners. 
Available from http://dpta.wordpress.com, with a possibility of 
future inclusion on JISC infonet. Additionally a micro-site is 
being created on the CRA web-site, and this – at 
http://www.recordingachievement.org/higher-education/depta-
project.html -  will be accessible directly from the front page 

 
PTA Resource database and 
summary of project activities 

 
A record of the project over the implementation period and a 
collection of resources used by the members. Resources will 
include a summary of current understanding of PTA; and 
student feedback from the DePTAs within the project 
Available from http://dpta.wordpress.com 

 
Guidance on essentials for 
designing DePTAs, including core 
attributes and a range of 
assessment criteria  
 

 
A interactive map to guide design of DePTA that complements 
the case studies. Available from http://dpta.wordpress.com 
 
This will be added following consultation and agreement at 
symposium on 19

th
 September 2011 

 
A summary of different digital 
media and their affordances in 
relation to DePTA  

 
A summary of different digital media readily available within 
institutions and selected by the project partners for use in their 
particular programmes. The summary identifies the different 
affordances they offer for DePTA in relation to curriculum 
content (patches and reflexive commentary), ease of 
communication, and administration 

 
An article in the Association of 
Graduate Recruiters Magazine 
 

 
An employer-targeted paper to highlight the utility of DePTA as 
a means of students capturing and demonstrating their 
processes of learning central to graduate attributes and 
employer requirements such as co-construction, of knowledge, 
the ability to accurately self-assess performance, and the 
articulation of achievement. Dissemination through other 
journals is anticipated in 2011/12. 
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3.2 How did you go about achieving your outputs / outcomes? 

 
This project has brought together five diverse Higher Education institutions who expressed an interest 
in using different forms of assessment with their final year students as a means of developing and 
assessing subject skills not necessarily made explicit within traditional summative assessment 
methods such as examinations and essays. The origins of the project arose from an observation that 
although current literature on Patchwork Text Assessment (PTA) provides evidence of adoption within 
a range of professional courses and relatively low-stakes contexts, there is a notable absence of 
evidence that innovative forms of assessment are being used in the more traditional academic 
disciplines and institutions (Strivens et al, 2009); equally  there appears to be a low uptake of 
innovative assessment practices using digital media and diverse evidence to show how students have 
met the learning outcomes. 
 
Given that the underlying principles of PTA are, prima facie, of relevance to the support and 
demonstration of learning in the traditional subject disciplines, and that digital media could certainly 
enhance and possibly even enable this process, we gathered together partners from a range of 
disciplines in different institutions interested in adopting this method for a final year module. Informed 
by evidence from previous work in professional courses, the partners have each designed and 
implemented a final year digital patchwork assignment with the aim of enabling students to 
demonstrate appropriate subject-specific capabilities and graduate competences in an identified 
academic programme.  
 
The original project aims were to: 
 

• Demonstrate the relevance and utility of the PTA approach within a range of institutions and 
subject disciplines, using different learning technologies. 

• Identify and highlight the functionality required in the digital environment to maximise the benefits 
of such an approach for staff and students. 

 
The main objectives were for the participants to: 
 

• utilise technologies that are readily available within participating HEIs, thereby identifying key 
functionalities and threshold requirements and for the effective implementation of patchwork text 
assessment digitally (a key requirement for effective dissemination and take up in a resource 
constrained sector); 

• extend the use of e-assessment into undeveloped areas, identifying guidance and support needs 
for those new to this practice to develop confidence and skills in designing and implementing 
contextually-specific patchwork text assignments 

• evaluate the extent to which the scope of PTA assessment can be extended to embrace subject 
benchmarks and graduate skills, in particular difficult-to demonstrate attributes where evidence 
needs to be captured from learning processes as well as products 

• consider the practicability in terms of institutional technological resources, the capacity to 
enhance and evidence student learning at a high-stakes level, and the sustainability in relation to 
staff workload 

• disseminate our findings through a combination of publication, workshop activities and conference 
presentations to target this to include a range of different communities of practice such as the 
CRA member community and HE Academy subject centres 
 

 
The project partners identified additional congruent aims related to their particular contexts that 
supplemented these original aims and objectives. These included: reducing plagiarism; sustaining 
student interest in producing ‘evidence’; engaging students to learn more deeply about their subject 
and transfer knowledge and skills to other final year assessment, in particular their dissertations. For 
more details about individual project partners’ aims, please see the case studies. 
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Project methodology 
 
The project used a range of approaches including: 

• Three workshops hosted by the partner institutions 

• Blog and mail list for discussions about ongoing implementation and issues such as marking 
criteria. 

• Individual support provided by the project consultant. 

• External evaluation by the CRA – running from the start of the project and with an iterative 
approach. 

• Case studies to capture individual partner experiences including comments from student 
evaluations 

• Planned dissemination 
 
Aims of workshops: 

• to share emergent knowledge of PTA approach and digital affordances within the different 
disciplines; 

• to provide a forum for supporting the initial design of individual DePTAs  by the project 
partners, and for help in managing subsequent implementation issues 

• to provide a face-2-face forum for evaluation data collection and verification; 

• to enable comparison of case study data; 

• to identify in  visual mapping the  core attributes of DePTA and use of technologies; 

• to identify key design and implementation areas for inclusion in dissemination guidance. 
 
 
The DePTA Wordpress Blog provides an open resource not only for project members but also for the 
wider community.  It offers readers a representation of the journey undertaken by project members 
including the emerging ideas and challenges experienced throughout the duration of the project. 
 
Project Management: 
The overall project management included 

• Initial discussion with key JISC personnel to refine/confirm outline Project plan 

• Establishing the project team, identifying roles, management structure and means of 
communication and building the partner network to facilitate ongoing mutual support 

• Planning and facilitating the workshops to support the partners in their design and implementation 
of individual DePTAs 

• Maintaining the progress of the project in accordance with the project plan and agreed timelines 

• Preparation of interim and final reports for JISC 
 
Project Partners: 
Project partners undertook the design and implementation of the individual DePTAs within their own 
institutions, negotiating the changes to assure quality of student learning and integrity of assessment. 
They participated fully in the project community, sharing experiences at workshops and through the 
project blog. They also contributed fully to the evaluation process enabling the achievement of project 
outputs. 
 
Independent support (consultancy) provided:  

• initial contact in workshop 1 to meet and form relationship with partners 

• follow up dialogue to support the PTA design, choice and use of technologies 

• co-facilitation of workshops 2 & 3 

• continued dialogue with partners for support and trouble-shooting 

• design and distribution of template for gathering case study material 

• advise on survey questions for learner experience 

• contribution to interim and final reports 

• editing partner case studies and preparing these for final presentation and dissemination   
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Independent Evaluation 
As indicated in the original proposal (section 16), an independent evaluation was developed in 
consultation with Project colleagues.  This contained elements of progress checking with participants 
(through meetings, interviews and Skype conversations), reporting to the Project leaders (specifically 
through meetings) and contributions to report writing.  This process both allowed learning generated 
through the evaluation to contribute to final reporting (material from structured discussion with 
participants, for example feeding in to the Case Studies) and enabled an external judgement to be 
reached on the extent to which the aims and objectives of the Project have been achieved.   
 
Specifically: 
 

Has the project achieved its aims and objectives?   
 

Yes, within the constraints of a one year Project.  
See sections 3.4 and 3.5 below 

What outputs have been produced? 
 

See section 3.1 above.  Case studies have been 
produced for all participating subjects across the 
five institutions 

What conclusions can be drawn in relation both 
to the DPTA process and to the necessary digital 
affordances to support it. 
 

See Appendix 2  

What dissemination has taken place, and with 
what outcomes/learning?  What further 
dissemination is planned 
 

See section 3.5 below.  Note also the 
commitment to a further meeting in September 
2011 to explore the further development of a 
DPTA Community of Practice, and the intention 
to locate key resources on the CRA website in 
addition to those opportunities provided by JISC.  
However opportunities for dissemination within 
Subject disciplines are likely to be restricted due 
to the lack of funding being provided for the 
Subject Centres of the Higher Education 
Academy. 

 

2.3 What did you learn? 
 
As is indicated in 2 above this Project involved a range of technologies across different subject areas 
and types of institution (both research led and teaching/learning led).  Different numbers of patches 
were employed – from 4 -12 - over timeframes from one semester to a complete academic year.  
Unsurprisingly therefore some of the learning is highly contextually specific; this notwithstanding, the 
following points recur across institutions: 
 

∼ The implementation and subsequent impact of the DePTA was heavily influenced by the 
working context of each partner within the project. The working context can best be 
described as a confluence of discipline, institution, and learning technologies, how the 
challenges presented by these three elements are accommodated, and their impact on 
the design and implementation of the DePTA (see figure 1 below). As an illustration 
students in one context were familiar with documents being paper-based and many of the 
artefacts could therefore only be included in their e-portfolio if scanned. In addition, they 
were not always able to access their e-portfolios easily whilst away from the university on 
placement, and the combination of these factors became a disincentive rather than an 
enhancement of the process.  Finally the university regulations precluded a rapid change 
of assessment method to facilitate full-scale DePTA implementation, so students were 
offered this as an optional rather than a compulsory part of the assessed work. Despite 
these challenges, a number of students participated in compiling their e-portfolios as part 
of the assessed work for the module 
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Fig 1. 
 
Across the project, the process of implementing the DePTA has surfaced the significance of each of 
these elements in individual contexts, 

1
 

 

∼ The timeframe of a single year for this grant presented challenges for participants to 
make modifications to working practice that required university approval e.g. assessment 
regulations and module protocols.  The issue of university regulations was a common 
issue across several programmes, mostly due to the timing of the project grant (during the 
summer recess) and the maximum 12 month duration. Subsequently assessments were 
amended to include DePTA rather than it being the full and sole assessment for the 
module.  

∼ This one year timeframe may also limit opportunities for longer-term evaluation of the 
impact of such changes as those initiated here. 

∼ The innovations generally utilised existing technologies (for a full list of technologies used 
please see appendix one and individual case studies), often chosen on pragmatic 
grounds and on the grounds that students and staff were familiar with them

2
. 

∼ Whilst most of the patches were text based, other approaches including video and 
concept mapping were also employed. 

∼ Where students were geographically distributed with limited opportunities to meet (e.g. on 
work placement), the technologies were seen as valuable in maintaining 
connection/momentum. 

∼ In respect of the disciplinary context, the Project covered five subject areas (Archaeology, 
Law, Physics, Photography, and Psychology).  Case study and evaluation interview data 
confirmed that the context of the discipline impacted upon engagement with the DPTA 
project in a range of ways.  These included the cultural norms within Law (see 4 below), 
the relevance of the subject to employment opportunities in Photography – and Physics - 
and the emphasis upon research tasks in the context of Archaeology.  In addition, there is 
good evidence that initial student attitudes reflected their previous experience of 
assessment, and the challenges posed by this new approach to their previous 
understandings of what counted as ‘appropriate’ assessment in HE.  For the majority, 
however, this was a stage in their development, engagement with the approach led to an 

                                                      
1
 Please see the individual case studies for further illustrations of how this confluence of these three 
elements has an impact on the implementation of DePTA  
 
2
 A table showing use of primary learning technologies in the context of the overall DePTA process 
offers a fuller illustration of choices made by the project partners 
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appreciation of its value and purpose in terms of both academic engagement and 
potential employability. 
 

 
In addition to these, some further key points emerged 
 

• Use of feedback in the DePTA process: 
 

∼ Peer to peer sharing: The sharing of work between students has been part of some but 
not all partner projects.  Where peer feedback was encouraged it still presented 
considerable challenges to some students which were due to lack of familiarity with the 
collaborative nature of the tasks particularly in the online environment. However, when in 
a more familiar setting such as face-2-face seminar peer discussion including challenge 
and feedback was not regarded as problematic. In particular instances this appeared to 
be a discipline-related culture related to valuing individual achievement rather than co-
operative development. Additionally one project partner did not allow students to share 
and comment on each other’s work. Not all allowed online comments; some retained 
face-2-face meetings for such feedback/discussion, and one plans to move in this 
direction next year. 

 

∼ Formative tutor feedback: Unsurprisingly students appreciated receiving tutor feedback.  
 

 

• Whilst one of the project aims anticipated the significance of subject benchmark and employability 
statements, there was evidence that this was not always realised in practice.  In most cases the 
emphasis was upon the discipline rather than generic institutional graduate attribute statements; 
in some the subject benchmark statements were not written in ways which emphasised the 
development of capabilities which may be considered to be congruent with the DePTA approach.  
In one context important differences were identified between perceptions of the discipline and the 
DePTA approach.  Where employability was important it was tied to the perceived demands of 
relevant aspects of the labour market; in other contexts the emphasis was upon the value of the 
technologies in supporting research-led teaching or ‘reflection upon evidence’ in respect of 
subject learning (as opposed to personal development). 

 

• As is evident from the Case Studies provided, the majority of tutors see considerable potential in 
extending/expanding the DePTA approach for a variety of reasons including being able engage 
and motivate learners for the full length of a module, developing a range of discipline specific 
skills. For further detail please refer to Case Studies. 

2.4 Immediate Impact 
 
The project implemented and evaluated the impact of the digital patchwork assignment process in 
relation to: 

• practicability in terms of institutional technological resources   

• capacity to enhance and evidence student learning at a high-stakes level
3
 

• sustainability in relation to staff workload 

                                                      
3
 Students participating in DePTAs across the five institutions were invited to complete an evaluation 
through the Bristol Online Survey (BOS) (See appendix 1 for survey questions). Although this 
opportunity was taken by some students (overall n = 58), we have chosen not to include data directly 
from the survey, as cohort numbers on some of the individual programmes was relatively small, and 
therefore there was a risk that individuals may be identifiable. Additionally, data from some of the 
smaller programmes could not be deemed generalisable in statistical terms.  However we have 
included some of the qualitative data in compiling our report. 
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Practicability in terms of institutional technological resources   
The project partners based their choice of technology on what was readily available within their 
institution.  The other factor influencing their choice was if they or their students were already familiar 
with the technology, however not all project partners had used their choice of technology prior to the 
project commencing. Without exception, the learning technologies have been used as an 
enhancement, and have been blended in to enhance the learning, rather than solely enable it to 
happen or as a transformative activity. 
 
I have used this process because it is a simple system that I know works well.  All the parts can be 
worked through the University VLE, and I also know that students are familiar with the various pieces 
of software and could ‘run with’ without much training.  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 (Liverpool Archaeology Case Study) 
 
Technologies used have included blogs, wikis and video, for example, in both e-portfolios/Personal 
Learning systems such as Pebble pad, and Virtual Learning Environments such as Blackboard.  
However, despite the students’ familiarity gained through using the same technology earlier in their 
courses, there was both anxiety and reluctance expressed in using the technology combined with the 
unfamiliar patchwork text assessment method as part of a ‘high stakes assessment’:   
 
It has been very interesting that some of the most committed students have shown anxiety about the 
new kind of assessment. 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. (Bedfordshire Case Study) 
 
For some participants, using technology was problematic if it was not part of the current culture of the 
subject discipline: for example the Law students working in practice had to copy from paper which is 
the usual form of record-keeping in practice settings in which they are working. However despite this, 
interested students who were inclined to use the technology used the digital media to compile the 
whole of their portfolio on line and plan to use it for job interviews. One ‘non participant’ (for Derby, the 
DePTA was optional) has stated used digital media for own private journal.  
  
For technology to make a difference the following factors are relevant: 

• The technology has to be one which students are familiar with. 

• It has to enhance student learning and assessment in some way.  

• It has to be easy to use, reliable and offers tangible benefits for students rather than just offer an 
alternative (Derby Case Study) 

 
A number of partners have identified that the technology has been used to give and receive feedback 
(both peer and tutor) on student work at regular points over the period of the module, and to maintain 
communication with both peers and tutors. Additionally, both Cumbria and Derby have identified the 
value in facilitating distributed and flexible learning that has encouraged students to adopt a more 
autonomous approach to undertaking the module. 
 

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 
it in previous years, and they were encouraged to look at the wikis of the other students in their group 
thus spreading good ideas. (Liverpool Physics case study) 
 
Communication was clearly enabled in some cases by using the technology, as Lynn Moran 
comments: 
This would not have worked in a non-electronic format, even with just 3 students! Aside from getting 
them regularly in the same place at the same time, the writing of these patches, the reading of others, 
the time to absorb the information and revisit the Blogs was all essential. (Liverpool Physics case 
study) 
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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. (Liverpool Physics case study) 
 
 
The contact made the students feel less isolated and gave them relevant benchmarks to aim for, it 
also encouraged regular engagement. 
However, technology alone would not achieve this as the online blogs/discussion boards are available 
in every module and to the best of my knowledge NEVER used in physics, even when encouraged by 
the module leader. (Liverpool Physics case study) 
 
 
Capacity to enhance and evidence student learning at a high-stakes level 
 
Many of the project partners have reported that due to the constraints of time required for regulation 
change, the DePTA has only made up a proportion of the summative grade; thus drawing conclusions 
about student learning from assessment grades may not be appropriate at this point. This 
notwithstanding, student results as reported by partners indicate at least the same level of 
achievement, and in some cases a higher level of achievement in students undertaking the DePTA. 
Additionally, as a method it addresses a solution to some of the noted challenges such as plagiarism 
In one module, offered across different levels, the DPTA tutor reported that had been a substantial 
improvement in the standard of work. The standard has been ‘been much, much better, less 
descriptive writing, more analysis of why and how they have improved’, with evidence of student 
learning from this experience, manifest in: 

• Clear points made by learners, with much better use of material available to them (e.g. more 
detailed, well reasoned designs for their own module bloc)  

• The more extensive and effective use of evidence; 

• Clear explanation of points made, and their relevance. 
 
For the tutor, this improvement reflected, amongst other factors students comfort with the wiki 
environment, as opposed to writing an essay, ‘the technology is appropriate to the subject, it helps to 
structure their writing’; 
 
There were a small number of comments from the students that suggest some felt the DePTA was 
more work than a traditional essay, and therefore should have been a larger percentage of the final 
award. 
 
Students are more confident in their learning through requirement to express it regularly and consider 
others’ development to the level of commenting on it. The technology provides a constant record so 
they can view there development over a period, where their progress is evident, thus further improving 
confidence. (Liverpool Physics case study) 
 
There was recognition that digital technologies could capture both individual and social processes of 
learning, for example through e-portfolio blogs, with the potential for ‘indications of shifts in thinking’  
 
With PTA we are exploring ways of using digital technology (blogs) to capture the individual and social 
dimensions of these processes. (Bedfordshire case study) 
 
This project can make the following observation:  the combination of principles of inquiry based 
learning and experiential learning with PTA seem particularly powerful for learner development and 
learning. (Bedfordshire case study) 
 
 
All students who have taken part in the DePTA have commented that they have benefitted from the 
tasks and that the feedback provided. In particular it has assisted students in developing their 
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reflexivity and their criticality re completion of the PTA task but also their thinking of the demands of 
the task and how these relate to the learning outcomes.  The digital media has helped students focus 
on links between product and process of learning. (Derby case study) 
 
In Cumbria the technology has enabled students to receive feedback on their work at regular points 
over the period of the module, and has also facilitated distributed and flexible learning that has 
encouraged students to adopt an autonomous approach to undertaking the module 
 
Quality of student work has improved with respect to previous work by this cohort and previous years. 
Because I required the students to upload or display evidence to support their arguments/claims, the 
electronic aspect enabled the students to highlight aspects, e.g. picking the most suitable slides to 
illustrate their point, of using arrows, etc. (Liverpool, Physics case study) 
 
Students are more confident in their learning through requirement to express it regularly and consider 
others’ development to the level of commenting on it. The technology provides a constant record so 
they can view there development over a period, where their progress is evident, thus further improving 
confidence. (Liverpool, Physics case study) 
 
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. 
(Liverpool, Physics case study) 
 
It significantly developed the confidence of all students involved, firstly by explaining what they knew 
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 course a very useful transferable skill as life is rarely packaged in such a 
manner as a module just before exams. (Liverpool, Physics case study) 
 
Sustainability in relation to staff workload 
 
Generally tutors reported an increase in their workload, for example in setting up the new systems, 
and supporting both co-tutors and students to use the new processes and the technology. This level 
of work would not be required for repeating modules, although for some, there would be a 
requirement to alter the module assessment process through the university quality systems if it was to 
be adopted on a permanent or compulsory basis for the module. 
 
Providing formative feedback to students on each patch was recognised as being more labour-
intensive, and clearly this increased in direct correlation to the student numbers.   
 
 It is a lot more work than the previous assessment (3000 words essay), but the indication so far is 
that it will yield the results that the module team are looking for. (Wolverhampton case study) 
 
 
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. 
(Liverpool, Physics case study) 

2.5 Future Impact 

  

A number of the project partners (Liverpool and Wolverhampton) have reported that they plan to 
introduce the DePTA into subsequent or similar modules or earlier in their programmes (e.g. with 
Level 2 modules).  There are different reasons for this: 

1. The DePTA suits year long modules and motivates students to remain engaged in the 
learning over a substantial period 

2. The DePTA encouraged students to engage with reflective writing (which may not be a 
traditional feature within the discipline) 

3. The DePTA did give students the opportunity to make links between theory and practice 
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The impact of the project upon project partners and their institutions will be explored in a workshop 
planned for September 2011 (after the project reporting period has ended – for more details see 
section 6 - Implications for the Future). At this workshop all project partners will summarise the 
impact the project has had upon their practice. They will also be asked to bring a ‘friend’ to the 
workshop. This invited friend will be a colleague with an interest in reforming assessment either 
within the subject discipline, or from another part of the institution.  It is anticipated that this will 
encourage other programmes to consider implementing a DePTA. It is our intention to capture the 
process and outcomes of the workshop for dissemination through the webpage.  
 
Impact upon the wider community - Dissemination activities: 
The project partners have been active in promoting the DePTA within their institutions: 
 

 
 
Within the wider community presentations to date have included: 
 

 
 
Publications are in progress for an employer-targeted paper to highlight the utility of DePTA as a 
means of students capturing and demonstrating their processes of learning central to graduate 
attributes and employer requirements such as co-construction, of knowledge, the ability to accurately 
self-assess performance, and the articulation of achievement.  
 
Dissemination through other journals is anticipated in 2011/12. 

University of Liverpool  
Sinclair, A, Strivens, J & Moran, L (2011) The use of patchwork texts to enhance 
feedback and assessment in the U/G curriculum at University of Liverpool 
Learning and Teaching Conference 2011. 
 

University of Bedfordshire 
Gaitan, A, Adonu, J & Jankowska, M (2011) An Experience of Digitally Enhanced 
Patchwork Text Assessments to Support the delivery of critical social psychology 
at University of Bedfordshire Conference 2011. 
 

University of Cumbria 
 Cumbria Studies in Higher Education Network seminar March 2011 

 

Sarah Chesney: a paper at EPIC 2011; the 9th International ePortfolio and Identity conference on 
11-13 July entitled “The Whole is Greater than the Sum of its Parts”: a JISC-funded project to 
evaluate digitally-enhanced patchwork text assessment in a range of subject disciplines. 
 
Karen Clubb: presentation of a paper at 9

th
 International Journal of Clinical Legal Education 

Conference, 11 – 18
th
 July 2011 

 
Caroline Marcangelo: an overview of the project at the CRA seminar in November 2010, 
Birmingham and the E-Portfolio Communities of Practice workshop at the University of 
Wolverhampton on 11 May 2011; and a paper at the Assessment in Higher Education conference, 
University of Cumbria on 6

th
 July 2011 entitled “The Whole is Greater than the Sum of its Parts”: a 

JISC-funded project to evaluate digitally-enhanced patchwork text assessment in a range of 
subject disciplines. Paper accepted for the Collaborative Action Research Network International 
Conference, Vienna in November 2011.  
 
Anthony Sinclair and Janet Strivens presented a case study at the History, Classics and 
Archaeology Subject Centre event at Oxford Brookes, February 2011. 
 
Rob Ward included information on DePTA in his presentation at the AAEEBL ePortfolio World 
Summit 2011, 25-28 July, 2011, World Trade Center and Seaport Hotel, Boston USA. 
 
Other forthcoming presentations will be announced on the DePTA Wordpress Blog 
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3 Conclusions 

 
General conclusions 
 
In conclusion, student reactions to the DePTA were on the whole, positive because they appreciated 
receiving regular formative feedback from their tutors. There was also appreciation of the assessment 
design, and students did identify that the DePTA had improved their work and made them more aware 
of the links between practice and theory. However, for tutors to provide regular formative feedback 
there is a substantial impact upon workload and capacity to sustain this level of workload. The use of 
technology has not reduced this workload, and if anything, it has raised student expectations that 
feedback will be prompt and in a timeframe that suits them. 
 
The use of technology has enabled and improved communication between students and their tutors, 
particularly those at a distance from one another.  
 
Based on the case study reports some of the project partners that are intending to expand the use of 
the DePTA, it is possible to conclude that the DePTA: 

1. Suits year long modules where it can be a challenge to motivate students to remain engaged 
in the learning over a substantial period 

2. Encourages students to engage with reflective writing (which may not be a traditional feature 
within the discipline) 

3. Gives students the opportunity to make links between theory and practice and 
4. The use of technology can increase the effectiveness of making the links 
5. The patches encourage students to engage with the learning activities from an early point in 

the module and not delay their work until the end 
 
Conclusions relevant to JISC and the wider community 
 
This project demonstrates that the DePTA approach to assessment is suited to a range of disciplines. 
In order for the DePTA to be effective there does need preparation with regard to: 

• Module assessment regulations and any modifications that need to be made; 

• Student and staff familiarity with the technology; 

• Student familiarity with giving and receiving peer feedback. 
 
Practitioners implementing a DePTA need to be aware of the context in which they are introducing 
this approach to assessment and pay particular attention to the subject discipline culture, the 
institutional context (particularly the assessment regulations) and the available learning technology 
and its suitability for this approach.  
 
This project has focussed on the learner experience and pedagogy and not upon the development of 
technology. Project partners selected learning technology that was either readily available and/or 
familiar to themselves and their learners (not necessarily both). In a high risk assessment (all the 
learners were final year undergraduates) it is important that practitioners could be guaranteed 
technology that was: 

• Reliable 

• Familiar to either staff or students 

• Secure 

• Accessible in the future (for external moderators such as external examiners) 
This has bearing on the perception of whether higher education can make use of freely available Web 
2.0 tools and the implications of their fitness for purpose. It is important not to ignore the fact that 
some students in this project expressed anxiety about the DePTA activity and the impact it could 
potentially have upon their final grade. Higher education institutions need to be mindful of student 
anxieties at this moment in their undergraduate career and be able to guarantee that high stakes 
assessment is conducted in a secure and reliable environment and meets appropriate QAA 
guidelines.  
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4 Recommendations 

  
General Recommendations 
 
This project would recommend further work around this form of assessment. The positive student 
reactions suggest that there is a need for this type of on-going, iterative approach to assessment. 
 
For the wider community and in particular those considering the introduction of DePTA, the issue of 
staff workload have to be addressed. Embedding an effective DePTA needs to be more than an 
enhancement of existing practice. Instead it needs to be planned for, and embedded into the 
curriculum fully and only then is there the possibility that staff workload will either remain the same or 
be reduced. Potentially this may mean whole course curriculum redesign.  Most of the project partners 
reported that the timing of the grant did not give them enough notice to make modifications to the 
modules where the DePTA was introduced. Out of necessity the DePTA was either designed to fit 
existing practice or was a non-compulsory part of the module assessment. In addition, where the 
DePTA was compulsory, it was only one part of a wider assessment process.  If time allowed 
practitioners to make module modifications that increased the importance of the DePTA within the 
module, and introduced the practice of peers giving and receiving online feedback in a low stakes 
environment (e.g. earlier in the programme or course) then the workload for the staff may be reduced 
in future iterations of the DePTA. 
 
Recommendations for JISC 
As HE continues to move in the direction of e-assessment of high stakes assignments guidance on 
online marking and giving and managing online feedback would be welcome.  
 
Guidance would also be welcome on marking criteria, particularly when assessing digital artefacts and 
the process of creating these artefacts. 
 
Given that there are some important lessons to be learnt from this project, we would like to 
recommend that some LTI grants last two years as opposed to one. This will allow practitioners to 
plan for curriculum change that is sustainable and fully embedded in a programme. 

5 Implications for the future 

To build on the positive results of this project, there will be a colloquium of the project team plus 
invited colleagues, the focus of which will be to consider the most appropriate methods for sharing 
and developing this form of assessment.  
 
The programme for this event includes a team exploration of  

• The most effective means to disseminate our outputs in addition to the conventional approach 
of conferences, for example through publication of case studies and the associated design 
framework; word-of-mouth ‘viral’ distribution and ‘memetic’

4
 developments; workshops and 

peer support  

                                                      

4
 Dawkins (1989) used the term meme to refer to any cultural entity that an observer might consider a 

replicator. He hypothesised that one could view many cultural entities as replicators, and pointed to 
melodies, fashions and learned skills as examples. Memes generally replicate through exposure to 
humans who have evolved as efficient copiers of information and behaviour. Because humans do not 
always copy memes perfectly, and because they may refine, combine or otherwise modify them with 
other memes to create new memes, they can change over time. Dawkins likened the process by 
which memes survive and change through the evolution of culture to the natural selection of genes in 
biological evolution. 

Dawkins, R. (1989) The Selfish Gene (2
nd
 Ed.) Oxford University Press, p.352 
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• How to build and sustain a community/special interest group through both individual contacts, 
institutional and discipline contacts and through organisations such as the CRA, Higher 
Education Academy and other elated networks such as the AAEEBL  

• Different research and funding opportunities for which we may wish to develop preparatory 
plans 

 
If invited project personnel will additionally contribute to the assessment and feedback programme as 
suggested by the JISC programme manager 

6 References 

Strivens, J (2009) The Role of e-Portfolios in Formative and Summative Assessment: Report of the 
JISC funded Study available at 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/elearning/eportfolioreport.doc  
 
Winter, R. (2003) Contextualizing the Patchwork Text: Addressing problems of coursework 
assessment in higher education. Innovations in Teaching and Education International, 40,(2), 112-
122. 
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7 Appendices  
 

7.1 Appendix 1: Student survey sent to all student participants 

Assessment and Feedback re DEPTA 

5= definitely agree 

4 = Mostly agree 

3 = Neither agree nor disagree 

2 = Mostly disagree 

1 = Definitely disagree 

N/a not applicable 

1. The criteria used in marking have been made clear in advance 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

2. Assessment arrangements and marking have been fair 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

3. Feedback on my work has been prompt 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

4. I have received detailed comments on my work 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

5. Feedback on my work has helped me clarify things I did not understand 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

6. Feedback on my work has helped me improve my final submitted work. 
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1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

7. The Digitally Enhanced Patchwork Text has helped me to present myself with 
confidence. 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

8. In relation to feedback I have received, my communication skills have improved. 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 

9. The use of technology has had a positive impact on my assignment work. 

1 2 3 4 5 N/a 

Further comments 
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7.2 Appendix 2: Tasks, challenges and functionalities of learning technologies in the DePTA process 
Institution Primary 

technology 
Briefing, 
scaffolding 

Developing 
‘patches’ 

Sharing 
‘patches’ 

Peer 
comments/ 
feedback 
(f2f, online) 

Tutor 
comments/ 
feedback 
(f2f, online) 

Further 
refinement of 
patches, from 
feedback.  
(Retention of 
earlier patches 
to demonstrate 
progression?) 

Submission of 
synoptic 
commentary 
linked to 
different 
artefacts as 
evidence 

 
 
Bedfordshire 
Critical Social 
Psychology 
 

 
Pebblepad e-
portfolio 

 
Second 
position paper 
replaced 
essay. 

 
Four patches, in 
PebblePad at 
specific times, 
based on 
participation in 
group inquiry 
sessions and 
individual study 

 
Not with other 
students 

 
None  
 

 
General 
comments 
only before 
submission 

 
Students allowed 
to change 
patches up to 
submission date 

 
Final 
commentary 
stitched 
previous work in 
the blogs 
together 
(Position Paper 
2 and critical 
review- worth 
55% of final 
mark). 
 

 
 
Derby, Law Clinic 

(double credit) 
module 
 

 
Pebblepad e-
portfolio (use 
optional, an 
additional 
opportunity, 
supporting 
portfolio 
requirement of 
module ) 

 
Students 
invited to 
training 
sessions on 
PebblePad, 
incl.  how to 
scan 
important 
evidence for 
inclusion in 
the e-portfolio  

 
Four patches, 
submitted to a 
PebblePad 
Gateway.  

 
Students asked 
to share patches 
with peers 

 
Students asked 
to give 
feedback on 
two of the 
patches. 

 
Tutor gave 
feedback on 
all four 
patches. 

 
‘Patch’ material 
incorporated into 
submitted 
Portfolio. 

 
Assessment for 
the module 
(100% 
coursework) a 
portfolio that 
included a 
reflective 
critique of the 
clinical 
experience 
students 
undertook.   
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institution Primary 

technology 
Briefing, 
scaffolding 

Developing 
‘patches’ 

Sharing ‘patches’ Peer feedback/ 
comments 

Tutor comment/ 
feedback 

Patch 
refinement 

Synoptic 
commentary 

 
 
Cumbria, 
Photography 
Professional 
Development 
 

 
Blackboard 
Youtube 
Turnitin 
 

  
Four patches 

Patch 2 (Deliver 
seminar 
presentation). 
videoed and 
shared online 
using blog tool in 
Blackboard. Link 
to YouTube 
where videos 
hosted. These 
shared with the 
whole cohort, not 
just the group the 
student was 
working in.  

 
Students 
received tutor 
and peer 
feedback via 
the blog. 
Discussion 
online about 
videos (patch 2) 
encouraged.  

 
Individual 
tutorials after 
patch 2; verbal 
feedback on 
patches 1 & 2. 

 
Students 
allowed to 
change 
patches up to 
submission 
date. 

 
500 word 
reflective 
commentary 
that identified 
and reflected 
upon key 
graduate 
employability 
skills 

 
 
Liverpool 
Archeology 
Paleolithic Art in 
Europe 
 

e-mail 
Blackboard 
(Resources 
needed to 
support the 
creation of 
patches made 
available 
through the 
institutional 
VLE).   

• Microsoft 
Word©  

• Microsoft 
Powerpoint©  

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

• CMap Tools for 
making 
concept maps  

 
Subject matter 
for each patch 
built on 
preceding lecture 
topic 

 
Nine patches 
weekly, plus 
final text 

 
Emailed to tutor 
who printed out 
for use within f2f 
seminar meeting.  
Discussion 
allowed for peer-
assessment and 
regular feedback 
from the tutor.     

 
f2f Meetings for 
peer-
assessment 
and discussion, 
as well as tutor 
feedback     

 
Formative 
feedback in 
narrative form 
emailed to 
students by 
tutor  

 
Students 
submit all 
patches (which 
may be revised 
on the basis of 
feedback 
received),  

 
Final synoptic 
piece that 
reflects on the 
achievement of 
the learning 
outcomes of the 
module. 
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institution Primary 

technology 
Briefing, 
scaffolding 

Developing 
‘patches’ 

Sharing ‘patches’ Peer feedback/ 
comments 

Tutor comment/ 
feedback 

Patch 
refinement 

Synoptic 
commentary 

 
 
Liverpool Physics 
Further 
Communicating 
Science 
 
 

 
Wiki within the 
University VLE 
(Blackboard) 

 
Based upon 
reading tasks 
(papers, 
newspaper 
articles) as 
preparation for 
the literature 
review that 
underpinned the 
enquiry based 
learning 
approach to the 
module. 
Students given 
two scenarios to 
discuss and 
present a 
solution for at 
the end of the 
module. 

 
Patches, 
based upon 
readings and 
other 
assessed 
elements of 
module 
(running and 
evaluating a 
physics 
session for 
non-physics 
students; a 
written report 
and an oral 
presentation.  
completed 
weekly. 

 
Uploaded into 
wiki for peer 
comment 
(weekly) 

  
Tutor comment 
weekly 

  

Liverpool Physics 

‘Communicating 
Science’ 
Optional module, 
levels 2 and 3 
 

 
Wiki within the 
University VLE 
(Blackboard) 

 
Key elements of 
PWT added into 
Block three 
(40%) of the 
module. 
completed in a 
Blackboard wiki.  

 

 
Wiki has also 
included 
reflective 
pieces from 
blocs 1 and 2) 
and allowed 
for the 
uploading of 
slides and 
pictures.   

 
Wikis shared. 
with each other. 

 
Blocks 1 and 2 
- time dedicated 
to guide the 
students on 
giving 
constructive, 
positive 
feedback.   
Block 3 –wiki- 
commenting on 
others work not 
encouraged. 
This reflects 
both the lack of 
moderation in 
the e-
environment. 

 
For Blocks one 
and two, written 
work emailed to 
the tutor; 
feedback 
returned via 
email.   
 

 
Risk in 
students using 
late feedback 
to overwrite 
their entries, 
thereby losing 
valuable 
material about 
their previous 
thinking. 

 



Project Identifier:  DePTA 
Version: FINAL 
Contact: Caroline Marcangelo University of Cumbria 
Date: 1

st
 August 2011 

 

Document title: JISC Final Report – Digitally-enhanced Patchwork Text Assessment 

Page 22 of 22 

 
institution Primary 

technology 
Briefing, 
scaffolding 

Developing 
‘patches’ 

Sharing ‘patches’ Peer feedback/ 
comments 

Tutor comment/ 
feedback 

Patch 
refinement 

Synoptic 
commentary 

 
Wolverhampton 
Psychology 
 
 

 
Pebblepad e-
portfolio 

 
A means of 
maintaining 
contact and 
supporting 
learners over a 
long thin 
module. 
 

 
Four patches 

 
Initially with 
partners for 
feedback via 
email, and with 
tutors. 

 
Idea of peer 
feedback – as 
opposed to 
marking/ 
assessment – 
in the minds of 
students was 
challenging. 
 

 
Assessment 
Tutors of 
patches and 
final statement 
(five pieces). 
Demanding in 
terms of time. 

 
Refinement on 
the basis of 
feedback 
possible, but 
original 
patches not 
retained. 

 
Required  

 
 
Issues associated 
with functionality 

 
This table identifies in ‘plain English’ terms the key functionalities required for the implementation of DPTA. 

• It shows the range of time that learning is supported, from whole module assessment over a one year period 
(Wolverhampton) through to an optional support mechanism (Law). 

• The emphasis within the Project objectives on ‘the technologies that are readily available within participating 
HEIs’ is realised here: the lack of reliance on specific technologies per se (e.g. specific e-portfolios or VLEs), 
being for a mix of reasons of an essentially pragmatic nature, so functions rather than systems are the key 
issue. 

• There are issues associated with guidance and support needs, some of which are relate to the technology 
used and some to the processes of reflection and sharing in particular that students were asked to engage in.  

• A range of perspectives has emerged in respect of peer feedback, from seeing this as an essential requirement 
to something which was not encouraged, and a more general concern that students found giving such 
feedback challenging.  In one case there was staff concern that such feedback might cause students to 
overwrite earlier material, thereby emphasising the showcase aspect of final submitted work rather than 
demonstrating the process of overall learning and development: activation of a ‘history’ mechanism in the 
software should alleviate this concern. 

 
 
 


