Pebble Power!
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Julie Hughes, based in the School of Education, University of Wolverhampton, is a passionate user of and advocate for the e-portfolio as a learning and teaching tool to support engaged and reflective learning. Julie has been using the e-portfolio for the past two years with students from Foundation Degree level to CPD for teaching mentors.  Julie’s latest passion is blogging and harnessing the creativity supported by the e-portfolio system.  Julie Hughes and her students (Yesaine Karim-Akhtar, Khalid Mahmood, Mark Mcdonald, Tess Mcdonald, Seamus McGuinness, Mandy Staunton, Emma Purnell, Liander Taylor and Jenny Woodhams) wrote this article.

We joined the PGCE course in September virtual strangers, a group of 12 student teachers with similar goals and ambitions. Six months later it is amazing to see how far we have traveled as individuals and now as a group. Up mountains, down ski slopes, across the seas and along trenches – and all with a little help from the University’s electronic portfolio, pebblePAD, an online learning and teaching environment.

Initially the thought of becoming reflective practitioners was a daunting one for the majority of the group. We had to make and share this transformation with a group of people we had only just met and use an e-portfolio we knew nothing about. Many of the group were apprehensive about adding an IT element to an already difficult task of reflecting, and fears were certainly expressed! We could never have imagined that the pebblePAD e-portfolio was to be one of the few constants in the following months of roller coaster change that we experienced, becoming a picture frame of our thoughts and experiences. The e-portfolio acted as a gateway through which we could address our individual and group developmental needs with the enhanced advantage of getting to know each other in a different way to other groups. 

Using the web log as an online journal became a big part of our growth as reflective writers. Using the blog tool within the e-portfolio we could share thoughts, feelings, fears, anxieties and excitement and because it was a shared space we could see the value in the perception of thoughts and beliefs of others in the group. It was a space where we could feel safe from ridicule and criticism. We would share war stories from the frontlines of teaching and by discussing and commenting on each other’s journeys as teachers we were becoming reflective writers and practitioners without even knowing it! It was a gateway to support and encouragement that many of us went through often and at all times of the day and night. 

Not only was it there for support, it added an essence of light relief to some of us after a hard day’s teaching. On many different occasions it was used as a place for laughter, using the smiley faces to depict our mood of the day and display compassion for other people’s situations. Blogging was not inflicted on the group, and the opportunity was there for us to act purely as a “lurker/listener”, to read and appreciate other people’s reflections without ever taking part in a conversation. At times it helped to adopt a “lurker” position, just to be reassured that you weren’t the only person experiencing a “low” time. 

The flexibility of the e-portfolio meant that we had the luxury of time for our reflections.  Activities, such as creating metaphors of teaching, discussing poetry, images and music to prompt reflection, that are usually confined to the restraints of a traditional classroom could be uploaded to pebblePAD. There was no pressure to answer/talk back immediately; you had time to think and then respond and everyone had the opportunity to comment, something that can rarely happen in a classroom environment. From the point of view of a dyslexic student in the group it gave them the chance to express the way they thought and felt, without the feeling of being left behind because of their lack of understanding. This was particularly important when engaging with complex theoretical ideas as the e-portfolio offered each of us a different way in. 

The ongoing dialogue in the e-portfolio was key in developing our reflective skills. The community we created within the e-portfolio could not have been achieved in the two and a half hours when we meet physically as a group. Sharing the reflections of others has enabled us to look at ourselves differently. Without the e-portfolio and the dialogue with peers and tutor the journey to becoming reflective writers would have been much harder and definitely much lonelier. 

As one student identified, we have all made this journey together and we would not have made it so easily without each other and the adventures we have shared using PebblePAD.  We have all followed the same path together, sometimes at our own pace and other times hand in hand.

