PebblePad Eportfolio from the Student perspective

Written by Andrew Jepson and Gary Wright, students from University of Wolverhampton under the guidance of Julie Hughes, National Teaching Fellow. 

At the University of Wolverhampton, the fledgling PebblePad eportfolio is being implemented.  For some areas of the PGCE course the use of this system is mandatory, in others it is not.  Within the literacy skills route participation was not essential, however, it was decided between us (Andrew Jepson and Gary Wright), under the guidance of Julie Hughes (the tutor with significant knowledge of the eportfolio), to create an online Weblog that would act as an information exchange between students.  The process of setting up a blog for the use of the PGCE literacy group was a relatively straightforward procedure, in terms of implementing and creating the programme.  Issues surrounding the ordering of comments became an issue because, owing to a bug in the system, chronological order was not maintained.  This was resolved in time as the system became more refined.

In terms of winning over hearts and minds of our colleagues, there were issues.  Because of the make up of the student body, there was bound to be an element of resistance, certainly from the non-IT literate members of the group.  One student in particular had avoided the use of computers for the most part of her life.  However, the blog did not become an icon of fear and trepidation because it was outside the sphere of teacher control.  It was in essence a resource created by and for PGCE students.  This in itself was not without problems, some of which we believe hindered progression and ultimately stalled the development of the blog.

The initial purpose of the blog was to be an online forum in which students could share experiences at placements, make general comments and trade ideas about the university based classes.  It also acted as a general social space in which anything could be discussed.  At first blog usage was slow, however, it grew largely through the promotion of the resource by us.  From taking time out with colleagues to demonstrate how to use the system, through to Gary Wright's creation of a comprehensive set of instructions, the blogging experience was made to be a student centred resource, incorporating student support.  Over the first semester the blog extended in scope to include a facility for sharing resources and by around Christmas almost the whole literacy group had contributed, with contributions ranging from deep discussions to the light hearted and frivolous.  In this way the blog became a tool to aid reflection: reflection on classroom practice and also on the classes we were taking. After Christmas, however, the blog had stalled significantly.

Our return from the Christmas vacation coincided with our first block-teaching placement.  This was assumed by those of us with creative input into the blog to be the time of most prolific use.  The opposite became true: what went wrong?  The answer may come in two parts.  

· Firstly, without the regular face-to-face meetings between students, interest in an online forum waned.  The spark of regular contact, leading to reflection was an integral part of the blogging experience.  Once removed, blogservations became scarce, and sadly the momentum achieved in the first semester was not regained.  

· The second problem lay in the perceived appropriation of the blog by the tutors.  Keen to participate in the blogging experience, tutors began to use the blog as an extension of our lessons.  From being a student-based resource, the blog was being dragged into the mainstream current of academic use.  This caused some to see the blog as another teaching tool or extra work, thus tainting the view of the blog for some.  A solution to this is maybe to bar access to tutors, however, the blog itself would have been the poorer without certain contributions.  It may be the case therefore that clear guidelines are put in place to ensure that the literacy blog, or any future blog, is centred mainly on the student experience, with tutors adopting a mentoring and guidance role.

In terms of the future development of this resource, it is worth considering the benefits of a blog for the whole Basic Skills department, incorporating ESOL and Numeracy, with the stipulation that the resource is student driven.  This could aid students who, in placement, find themselves teaching in different areas to their specialism.  It is also perhaps worth re-evaluating the structure of the Weblog.  It, in essence, became much more of an online discussion site, and as such topic areas filled at a greater extent than might have been expected.  Producing fresh topic areas each month may be a way to ensure that the blog does not become too unwieldy.

Overall the literacy blog was an innovative and highly enjoyable facility.  At its height it was a dynamic and inspiring exchange of ideas.  Unfortunately it began to be perceived as being too "academic" thus removing it from its original aim.  However, given wider participation coupled with a more relaxed use, the idea of the blog will undoubtedly become another resource of particular benefit to teachers, students and the PGCE experience as a whole.

