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Beyond the Technology
Reflective portfolios and assessment reform podcast transcript


Chris Thomson
Hello everybody and welcome to the latest in this occasional series of podcasts from Jisc about creative approaches to assessment. If you're interested in following up on the previous episodes, where we've spoken to Dr. Miriam Firth about optionality in assessments, we've spoken to Rebecca Feasey at Bath Spa University about their use of Adobe Express, and we've spoken to Richard Beggs and Teti Dragas at Ulster and Durham universities, respectively, about digital storytelling. But we are pivoting to a new topic today and I'm very pleased to be with Chris Wood from Portsmouth University. Chris, can you just give us a bit of an introduction into yourself? What's your role? What do you do?
Chris Wood
Yeah, so thanks for having me on here, Chris, a fellow Chris. So, I'm Chris Wood, so I'm a learning designer here at Portsmouth University. So, I work across the whole university to help staff teach well, consistently well, across the whole university.
Chris Thomson
Excellent, thanks so much. Now, the reason I wanted to speak to you today was because of work that I know that you've been doing at Portsmouth and beyond, which focuses on the use of digital portfolios as an assessment tool. Now, digital portfolios is something that's, e-portfolios that you might know them as, have been around for a while, but I was particularly intrigued about the journey that you'd been on, and some of the impact that you've had and also some of the use of the platforms that you've been using. Obviously, this is a Jisc podcast and we're interested in the digital platform side as well as the pedagogy and so on. But I wanted to start just by asking you, so how did you first start exploring the use of digital portfolios in your work?
Chris Wood
So, at Portsmouth University we had a digital success plan, we still do have a digital success plan, and aim two of that digital success plan was to provide one integrated assessment platform that serves the majority of our current and future assessment needs. So, what we wanted to do is make it easier for academics to design their assessments, easier for students to find their assessments and their feedback but also reduce their manual work. So, we embedded a WISEflow assessment platform into our system and we started having a look at ways in which we could explore WISEflow, and how we could basically push WISEflow to its limit and see how we could kind of almost break the system. And the kind of, the finding of the reflective portfolio came from that experiment, from myself, of really trying to push the platform to its absolute limit and see if we could break it, but also find something that I knew there was a need for within the university.
Chris Thomson
What was that need that you perceived?
Chris Wood
So, my background's in further education. So I've spent, prior to the university, 12 years teaching vocational qualifications in Portsmouth. So, for those that don't know Portsmouth, Portsmouth is a really wide-demographic city, so large areas of deprivation, but quite a few areas, like little pockets of wealth within the city as well. We're a naval city as well. It's very transgressional population where families come in and move out of the city. So in a previous role, that use of kind of vocational qualification where I was teaching mainly music production students, they'd come into my course with very little GCSEs, and weren't able to really write very well, but they could produce beats really, really well, they could talk really well about their work and they could articulate their learning in that way rather than that kind of traditional essay format. So, when I came into higher education, it's kind of like that essay is king approach with it. And I thought, “Do you know what? Can I bring some of my FE experience and FE knowledge into this?” And I would often do with my music production students big, what I'd call and kind of what would be defined at the moment as, authentic assessments. Where we'd have live briefs, we'd have employer engagement, we'd have live clients that the students would work for and they'd build up a portfolio of work over time. And deeply embedded into my music production course was the idea of reflection, where students would look at where they started, and it wasn't about kind of achieving X, Y, Z in it, it was about their individual journey. So, a lot of students started at various different points and it was about that kind of personalised journey. So, the kind of  the stimulus was that, and going into higher education, no one seemed to be doing this type of thing. But, I knew the power of reflection, big portfolio work, and wanted to try and kind of pull that into the university.
Chris Thomson
So, just going back to when you were talking about your music production students in FE, what did you notice about the results and impacts of that approach on them as learners?
Chris Wood
So, for me, it was about empowering the students to take control of their own journey. And I was really just a facilitator along that journey with it. And students going into industry, beyond my courses, so if they were going to go into higher education or directly into industry from there, they'd often have a portfolio career, so where they'd get multiple revenue streams coming in from there. And I wanted to build that in from an early stage in their education. So, I saw really, really good results. The results from my students from those courses were through the roof. They were above national benchmarks consistently and that really kind of inspired me to push that into higher education.
Chris Thomson
So, by using that sort of model, you were in a sense kind of emulating the kind of work environment that they would possibly sort of end up in?
Chris Wood
Yeah, so in higher education, and particularly within Portsmouth University, there wasn't a platform that allowed us to do this. The demand was there, but there wasn't really the vehicle to do that. Previous portfolio solutions had been used, but they'd been littered with technical issues, they weren't user friendly, they didn't meet the needs of the assessment. And this links back into our digital success plan of having that one integrated system where it would allow us to meet the needs of our students and meet the needs of our academics as well, so that we could design assessments that were fit for purpose and that really took out all of those barriers and allowed students to really showcase their own learning from there.
Chris Thomson
So when you're thinking, I want to dig into the whole kind of platform thing in a second because I think it's really interesting, thinking about how you've used portfolios in this sort of creative industries sense. Are there other subjects or disciplines where you find that the use of portfolios works most effectively, or is it something you feel has kind of got a general applicability across the university?
Chris Wood
I think the only limitation is essentially a glass ceiling that you put on yourself. And the use of reflective portfolios it doesn't matter if you're in creative industries, if you're in humanities, if you're in science, if you're in technology, it's not about kind of putting a glass ceiling on it there. It's about really thinking about assessment in a totally different way and thinking about what students actually need in industry. So, if we can build those skills into students and we can develop those skills that students are going to need in industry and when they progress from higher education, that's the underlying pedagogy behind reflective portfolio. And it doesn't really matter if you're in one particular subject or another particular subject. It's about the learning process and the design of that learning. So, we take that journey, we underpin it with pedagogy, and we put the students at the heart of it. We build reflection into the assessment. So, it's not about just generating content behind it, it's about students looking at themselves and saying, “Okay, I was here at the start of this assessment here, and I’m here at the end there, what does that journey look like? How is that then relating into skills that I'm going to need in industry, in my career going forward?” And how as assessors, as learning designers, can we really bring that out of students?
Chris Thomson
So one thing I wanted to pick up on, that's really interesting, one thing I wanted to pick up on was you mentioned when you came into HE and you looked around, you didn't see much of this going on already. Now from my own background, I've worked with Jisc since 2010 and one of the first projects we worked on was supporting our innovation team who were looking deliberately at the use of e-portfolios and the pedagogy associated with it quite in depth. So, to me it's interesting that, you know, a lot of that activity was happening sort of back in that sort of 2010 period and yet you're coming into an environment, you're looking around and you're not really seeing it happen. So, I wonder, do you attribute that to anything? Why is it that it's not something which has become more embedded and has been taken on more by people?
Chris Wood
I think sometimes it's a risk. And academics like things that are safe and there's sometimes, there's a kind of a stigma around doing anything that isn't an academic essay. And if my students aren't producing a 3,000-word essay that's of publishable quality, then how does that stand in terms of parity against, for example, a podcast or a narrated PowerPoint? And I've always been a massive advocate for having that choice in assessment. So, students being able to choose the way in which they get to that final outcome. I’ve always liked the phrase that I've really stood by through my whole education of that we offer differentiated paths to the same learning outcome and it's this idea that we're all on a journey together. And that's kind of really what underpins the reflective portfolio is that it's a journey, behind the back of it. And whatever way that journey goes, and however we get to it, the vehicle doesn't really matter with it. The end point, that final point there, if we can get to it in the same way, then that's what we really want to empower students to do. We want to give students that autonomy to be able to decide that, be able to take control of their assessments, to utilise the skills that they want. But we also want academics to have that vehicle, to be able to allow students to do that, to embed those skills that they know beyond higher education, that those students are going to need and embed that deeply into their assessment. So that's the kind of the real underpinning behind the back of it. And it really does stem from my experience within FE and having those students there that weren't the academic high flyers, that weren't those students that were coming in that could push out like a thousand-word assignment in a couple of days type thing. And that's what really inspired me within higher education to do this.
Chris Thomson
So when you look at how, I just kind of wonder about looking at it from the student experience point of view, so a student comes into a course that is based around this reflective portfolio as kind of the model for the learning design. What is it they're actually doing that's different? Have you got any examples of kind of what departments, what teams are using it currently at Portsmouth? What are you seeing?
Chris Wood
So, the reflective portfolio has grown very, very naturally over the kind of the last sort of three years at Portsmouth University. So, if I take you right back to the early days. So, when we first started developing this, we had WISEflow came in and we were trying to kind of push it to its absolute limit and we were seeing where the gaps were in our assessment across the whole university. And portfolios were one where we kind of, we didn't really have a viable solution there. So, what we did is we managed to take WISEflow and re-engineer it in a way that they had never seen before to work as a reflective portfolio. So initially it was, we branded it as an e-portfolio and then it kind of developed later on into what we now call reflective portfolio. So, in a really simple way, what we did is we took a multiple choice quiz in WISEflow. So, rather than running it over an hour or like two hours or whatever you would have for a traditional exam assessment style for that, we ran it over three months, we ran it over six months or however long we wanted to run it for. And what this allowed us to do is it allowed us to use all those inbuilt question types that were inside the system. And then we worked out that students could go in and out of it. So, they could go in and they could add into their portfolio and then they could come out of it, they could go back in another day and go back out of it, and then the platform saved it every 10 seconds. So, there was none of this like, “Oh, my dog ate my homework on the way in” type thing, or like, “I lost it halfway on the bus” type thing.
So, in those initial stages, we were seeing massive, massive, massive benefits of this. So, we managed to convince two academics to take this on and it was a real risk from their point of view. So, we have two modules that we first started with in our pilot year. So, one was our teach well principles to practice level 7 30 credit module, which is aimed at early career academics that are looking to underpin pedagogy in their practice, or even those that have more experience in teaching, and they're wanting to kind of redefine and kind of reassess their kind of pedagogical underpinning. So, that was one module.
And the second module that we looked at in the first year was the research informed teaching module, which is the second module of the PgCert. So, we worked really closely with these two academics, and we developed a bespoke portfolio for them, fit to the needs that they needed from their assessment, but it was a different vehicle. Now, the real beauty of this was that the students that we had on those two modules were actually members of staff. And I went in and I supported, so I went and gave some demos. I'm like, “This is how you access your portfolio” type thing and going forward from there. So, we had about 67 students in that first year. We worked really, really closely with everyone behind it. And then we had this kind of light bulb moment that we never really expected, as an honest answer. So, of those academics that came to us, and that were using it as students, so staff using it as students, 86% of those students turned around to us and said, “What on earth is this? This is amazing. I want to use it with my students.” And it was that natural kind of genuine love of the platform and something that was totally different that grew this very organically. Now, I challenge any learning design team that can say to us that, “Well, actually we have academics queuing up at our door to redesign their assessments.” And this is what we had with this. And then we realised that we were kind of onto something.
So, we had a queue of academics now that were basically wanting to redesign their assessment to use reflective portfolio with us, which was amazing. And this grew from those staff just using it as students, from there. Now, we couldn't support all of these academics. We were at the time, we were a really small team that were piloting this and that we were kind of developing and it was still in the early stages of development. So, we took on a few academics from there and then developed bespoke solutions for them. And then we just saw it absolutely skyrocket from there. So, one of the big sort of pilots that we used was in dental. Now we redesigned a portfolio for students. So, students traditionally on this unit they would, it was a clinical practice unit, and they would traditionally write a 3,000-word essay. Which is great, but like, I mean again, ask a thousand students who loves doing a 3,000-word essay and I'm sure that they're not going to find it that engaging behind the back of it. So, we trialled it with this dental module here and we built in a few new features. So, we had this, we were constantly trying to push the platform to its kind of its limits and see what we could do, what we could make kind of happen next and how we could develop it further.
So we worked really, really closely with this academic and the module they would do is, students would go out on practice and then they'd come back and then they'd write a reflection on kind of what they did in practice. And this was built up week by week and then they had to kind of align themselves to industry standards, so like PSRBs type thing. So, we said to the academics, “So, well, what's the biggest killer at the moment with this?” And he said, “Well, do you know what, I can't actually see, like I kind of get all their work in at one point and I don't really see the development of it.” So we said, “Okay, well what if we could build in like a formative feedback loop where you could actually see students work and you could give them some feedback?” And he was over the moon at this. So, we managed to work out a way in which we could do this. So, we branded it as like milestones where students would submit their portfolio to that academic and then they'd get feedback from it. And then we kept working closely with the academic and the students and there was an immediate and obvious impact for students. So, students would have to, they'd be asked to hand in their portfolio on the Friday and there was no way to force them to do this. So, this was a conscious decision partly made by the platform because it didn't allow us to auto submit their work, but it gave students ownership, so they kind of had to take control of this. So, the students that handed in their work, the academic had a look at it over the weekend and gave them some really fantastic formative feedback and then sent it back to the students. Now, when we first asked students to do this, only around 20% of students handed in their work and the academic did it at the same time the next week. And then we saw around 40% of students. And then by the kind of like four weeks afterwards, we were having near on 96% of students submitting their work.
Chris Thomson
Right.
Chris Wood
So students were seeing this, they were seeing the impact of it. They were seeing that their peers were getting really good work and they were getting great formative feedback and they were allowing themselves to develop their work from there. So, we had a look at students as well that were, we surveyed them after the end of their module and said, “Like, look, what did you like? What didn't you like about this type of thing?” So we said, “How many of you actually preferred using the reflective portfolio to the essay?” So, 78% of students preferred using a reflective portfolio to the essay. And then we asked them around the formative feedback that they got. So, 89% of students agreed that the formative feedback was useful. But the most interesting part of it was that a further 91% of students developed their work based on the feedback. Now, that's amazing. And the academics saw an immediate and obvious increase in quality. It doesn't take a brain surgeon to work this out that if students are getting really good formative feedback on a regular basis, of course their work's going to develop and it's going to be of much higher quality. So, we knew that this was something that was really good. And that's the kind of the starting kind of year or so of reflective portfolio.
Chris Thomson
That's fantastic, thanks, Chris. One of the things that has always intrigued me about digital portfolios is the idea about ownership and that the contents of the portfolio are, because they’re the reflections of the learner, of the student, it's kind of theirs or how they choose to present themselves within that. It's all kind of questions about identity, and so on. I just kind of wonder whether you're seeing anything about that in what you observe at Portsmouth. You know, is there a sense of ownership that students have over the content of portfolios that they might not have so much of with something like an essay?
Chris Wood
Yeah, I think so. I think it's twofold. So, there's an ownership of the students. But then there's also kind of an ownership from an academic point of view. So, if I tackle the student one first. So, we provide the platform for students to do that and however they want to get to it, that's great. So, if we take the dental module as an example there, so students will go out on placement. Often students would take photos and then they'd upload reflections from there as well. So, we didn't stipulate how that had to look. So, students could upload pictures, they could upload videos, they could upload little kind of like voice notes from their phone. So, we provided the platform and then they chose to do it in the way that they wanted to and the way that they saw fit. So, the platform itself, we used what's called an appendix manager within WISEflow. So, it allowed us to upload up to 5 gigabytes worth of files into the portfolio. So, during our testing stage we kind of pushed it to its limit and we were going like, “How many files can we actually get up in here?” So, I think we had about 600 files at one point up in there. And we're like, it's probably okay for most assessments, if we've got 600 files there, it'd be okay.
Chris Thomson
Sure, yeah.
Chris Wood
So, we started to see students taking ownership and kind of that, creating their own identity within the portfolios there. But from an academic front, when the word of mouth really, like we didn't do any advertising for reflective portfolio. And the reason that we've got so many portfolios at the moment is all through genuine word of mouth. So, across the university at the moment, there's, there's around about 160 reflective portfolios that are running at the moment. So that's in the space of about three years. So, you can get an idea of, so two in the first year and then there was around about 16 in the second year. And then it's just, it's shot from there and that's all through that genuine, authentic, word of mouth. But what we're starting to see academics do now is really innovate themselves. And we have a series of questions that are available inside the platform that we can utilise within it. And academics are thinking really, really creatively about this.
So, for example, we can use things like interactive charts where we can put along the bottom like digital skills. So, we could have things like digital skills, effective note taking, organisation, time management, where students can rate themselves and they can actually drag the bar charts up and down to rate themselves. But this idea of reflection, that's one stage of reflection. So what we do is we build it into the portfolio. And if we're getting students to assess their academic skills in that case there, we'd put that graph at the start of the portfolio and students would assess themselves at the start and be like, “Okay, this is where I started out in the module here.” But what we then do is, at the end of the portfolio, we'd then put the same graph in there and said, “Right, now you've done all the work in here, now rate yourself again.” But the important part is going beyond that. It's that reflection of going, “Okay, where did you start from? Where did you develop to?” And that's the journey and that's those higher order thinking skills that we're encouraging naturally within students. Again, it's come from academic innovation, and we've been really amazed by kind of the unique ways in which people are thinking about things.
So like, again, one example there and using sort of like gridded selecting tables for students to rate themselves against PSRB. So, particularly, within some of our kind of pharmaceutical courses where students have to meet a threshold of PSRBs, we can track that kind of monitoring between, “Well, this is where I started. This is kind of midpoint in here and then this is the end point here” and we can track that progress against those PSRBs. And it's really beautiful to see that academics are kind of taking this as an opportunity to innovate. It's an opportunity to think about the way that they're designing assessment and really putting the students at heart and thinking about, “Well, we're providing the platform here. We're giving you the kind of the autonomy to do that and it's up to you how you kind of get there. But these are the kind of the structures that we put in place with it.” So, I think it's a twofold approach with that kind of identity.
Chris Thomson
Excellent, thank you. We should probably have a sort of a bit of a jargon cheque for those of you that aren't aware, PSRB's - Professional Statutory Regulatory Body accreditation, am I right on that one?
Chris Wood
Yeah, 100%.
Chris Thomson
Yeah, great. Oh, thank goodness for that. Okay, hopefully people are listening to this, and sort of making, hopefully making some connections back to some of the things that they might have heard on previous podcasts, like Miriam Firth's ideas about optionality and students making choices about how they approach their own assessment. Maybe they too are getting a bit excited, like the colleagues that you were working with.
What advice would you give people that are now seriously considering sort of moving over to a more sort of reflection portfolio-based pedagogy, having seen what you've seen and knowing what people encounter, maybe what the opportunities and hurdles might be?
Chris Wood
I think the opportunities are huge. But it is a risk and it's trying something new and it's been willing to kind of let it not go right at the time. So, when we had those first two modules, so the teach well module and the research informed teaching module, both of the academics that we were working with understood the risk of doing this, but saw the pedagogy, saw the underpinning behind it and were very open and transparent with their students as well. So, this is a new platform here. We're trying to develop something new; we're trying to see if we can push kind of pedagogy forward with it. And that was really key to it. And you've got to take risks in education. I've always liked the phrase disruptive education and, certainly, based on my kind of experience in further education very much that kind of let's try and break things, let's try and do something a little bit different and kind of break that status quo of it. So, if you can push that, the benefits for students are immense.
And quite often one of the biggest pieces of pushback that I get from academics is like particularly around that kind of workload, and time, the age-old thing of time in education, it comes up all the time with it. And if we take colleagues in dental and that formative feedback loop, so providing students with that formative feedback, it does take time to do it. And there's potentially a workload kind of, not so much issue, but kind of something to consider there. And what we actually found when we spoke to those academics was rather than backloading all of their markings, so traditionally they'd have that 3,000 words assignment and it would come in a summative assessment point on there and then they'd have like 87 3,000-word assignments to look at. Where they were much more involved with the students, they were essentially front loading their marking. So, they'd already seen a lot of the work, and they'd seen it develop going forward and it took a lot of the burden off at that summative point where they'd be essentially going in cold to a piece of work from there. So, some of the, what might appear as like drawbacks of it actually have really nice benefits behind the back of it once you actually get into it. So, I think it's a learning journey for everyone and you've kind of got to be willing to take a little bit of a risk with it. And yeah, the results kind of speak for themselves in terms of what we’ve found.
Chris Thomson
Thank you. I wonder, just kind of thinking about sort of moving towards kind of wrapping up our conversation, you know, what you see happening in the future regarding the development of portfolio related practice? What would you like to see happening? What would you like to see platforms enabling you to do with your learners?
Chris Wood
So, I think we'll chuck the hand grenade in at this point here and chuck the big AI word into here. And what we're seeing with this is that, because we're building the portfolio around reflection, so we purposely don't call them e-portfolios, we call them reflective portfolios because it's about that journey for students. It's about that reflection from where they start to the point at the end of that assessment, where's that journey come from? And large language models really struggle to generate content that's based off of lived experiences and own reflection. So, we're seeing a lot of uptake on that. And I don't want to say that it's an AI proof thing. I think that's quite naïve to say something like that. It's certainly, it's more AI resistant than the traditional essay. But what it allows you to do is it allows you to take a multiple lane approach with it. So, you can have multiple elements within a portfolio, so you can have some written elements as well, that okay, yes, might be more susceptible to AI intervention from there. But you can also build within that some other elements inside it where it might be like video narration presentations, it might be reflections on when students are going out into practice and then they're taking photos and then they're coming back and reflecting on their experience in a lived scenario. So, it's that combination and that's through our assessment design, that's through our learning design of reflective portfolios. We allow ourselves to do that.
Chris Thomson
Thank you. Chris, I want to give you a real big thanks for giving us your time, particularly given that we're recording this last thing on a Friday afternoon, which is a very cruel thing for me to do to you. But no, that's been excellent, you've really given us a lot to think about. You've shared us your experiences and your expertise. Is there anything, any sort of final points you'd like to make about this that you feel I haven't asked a question that enabled you to answer?
Chris Wood
No, not at all. And I think, if you're still listening to this and you're thinking, “Do you know what, could this work?” And give it a go and try and push things, try something different. It's all about small baby steps with it. So, you try something new, you reflect on it as yourself, and then kind of you develop that going forward. And I think one of the biggest successes of our project is that real, honest, authentic kind of word of mouth that spread this. And it's come from academics that have used this platform in a new and innovative way as students. And they've really seen that, kind of, the student journey and maybe some of the frustrations that happen from a student point of view. You can put yourself in the students’ shoes and you can think about kind of what's the best approach for them. And be courage, have that little bit of kind of bravery. Let's try something new, let's push the boundaries a little bit and see what you can do. And you'll be amazed at what can happen from there. Sometimes it'll go wrong, and that's okay. That's all part of the journey. That's all part of the reflection that we do as educators and drivers of change. So that would be my kind of, like, final sign off with it is that if you're thinking about trying something like this, give it a go and I think you'll be pleasantly surprised at how well it works.
Chris Thomson
Thank you so much, Chris. What a wonderful place to stop it. Thank you for your time.
Chris Wood
No problem at all, cheers. Thank you.
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