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Foreword

ePIC 2012, the 10th International ePortfolio and Identity
conference, was a very exciting event where we had the
great pleasure of welcoming participants from 24
countries debating the state of the art of ePortfolio and
identity construction practice.

While we are still far from the 2010 objective ("ePortfolio
for all"), important progress has been made since 2003.
More ePortfolio projects are coming to light, more
countries are developing national and regional ePortfolio
strategies, new technologies are emerging.

While you will find within the proceedings most of the
resources that fuelled passionate discussions during the
three days of the event, one key contributor to our
reflection is not present: Open Badges. Our colleagues
from the Mozilla Foundation delivered a series of highly
attended workshops and a keynote address... What we
have learned from them could well transform the
ePortfolio and identity landscape in the near future.

Open Badges and the Open Badges Infrastructure (OBI)

demonstrate the feasibility of building an open trust eco-
system for personal data which might enable the rise of

distributed ePortfolios.

Badges are much more than nice graphics that one can
display on a CV or a personal page, Open Badges are the
representation of a relationship, a trust relationship,
between someone issuing Open Badges and someone
collecting badges. Open Badges are at the same time
anonymous, yet fully trustworthy. Open Badges do
something that no ePortfolio platform has yet fully
developed, which is the systematic exploitation of
metadata, making Open Badges meaningful to search
engines, therefore discoverable by potential employers
or, if one is self-employed, potential clients.

Furthermore, Open Badges could be extended to all
types of personal metadata and be used as the blueprint
for establishing the foundations of a trustworthy Internet.
Something worth exploring at ePIC 2013!

In the meantime, if you are looking towards starting an
ePortfolio project, improving an existing one, or need
material to plan an identity strategy, reading the ePIC
2012 proceedings will provide you with an insight into
many interesting projects. And if you want to know more,
you are welcome to contact the authors and join us at
ePIC 2013, 8-9-10 July 2013, London.

Serge Ravet
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Putting the Patient at The Heart of Physiotherapy
Student Education: Supporting Development and Life
Long Learning Using Eportfolios

Claire Hamshire, Deborah O'Connor, Manchester Metropolitan University.
Introduction

There are substantial changes taking place within healthcare delivery in the United Kingdom. These
have a significant impact upon student education, both in academic delivery and within the practice
environment. The recent White Paper (Department of Health, 2010) suggests that care is changing
and the primary focus is on patient choice and improving the cost efficiency of services. Thus,
healthcare practitioners are challenged with maintaining a high quality of patient care whilst making
productivity savings. Innovative practice is essential to ensure that patients’ needs are met whilst
meeting the requirements of the life long learning agenda. Using digital technologies to support
educational processes is one method of promoting timely, effective, patient centred care.

Underpinning workforce development and ultimately improving patient care, is the process of
continuing professional development (CPD). Healthcare professionals therefore have a personal and
professional responsibility to ensure that the patient is at the forefront of care and demonstrate their
own skills in managing that care. To support this process, it is fundamental that a variety of methods
of facilitating CPD are embedded within undergraduate programmes so that students can begin the
career-long process of professional development.

The advent of Web 2.0 technologies has provided a number of new opportunities for restructuring of
healthcare services as well as offering virtual support to students (Gleaves, 2007). This paper will focus
on the concept of using web logs (‘blogs’), within an eportfolio, as a method of providing students with
a virtual community of practice to enhance their professional development. We also consider the
underpinning evidence base for the reflective process as a fundamental element of CPD and the
importance of fostering a reflective culture in order to ensure high quality patient centred care (Cross et
al, 2006).

Background

Healthcare professionals are autonomous practitioners, taking responsibility for their own practice and
post-qualification education and development. The implication of this autonomy is the expectation that
practitioners constantly update themselves and engage in CPD activities. CPD post registration is the
longest and arguably the most important phase of professional education. The underlying purpose of
CPD is to enhance the quality of patient care (RCN, 2007) and there is a demonstrable link between

the application of CPD to practice and high quality service delivery (HPC, 2005; NMC, 2006). It is
therefore imperative that all students engage actively in a constant process of learning and
development, both formal and informal, from the beginning of their undergraduate programme.

“Continuing professional development for healthcare professionals is an important strategic
instrument for improving health. The Department of Health identifies CPD as a way of maintaining
standards of care; improving the health of the nation; and recruiting, motivating and retaining high
quality staff.” (Brown et al, 2002)

CPD includes the identification of learning objectives, with the emphasis being firmly on reflection and
evaluation. Reflection is a complex skill; one that cannot be taught and one that develops with
experience over time. It is also a deeply personal process that requires the individual to scrutinise,
consider and analyse on a journey of continual discovery, whilst ensuring that learning takes place and
that action plans are formulated. It is for this reason that healthcare programmes have attempted to
embed this fundamental skill within curricula; to expose students to this complex process with the
ultimate goal of developing skilled, reflective practitioners who can undertake CPD. It is widely
acknowledged that reflection is a tool that can help develop skills in insight and self-assessment; vital
for improving patient outcomes (Cross et al, 2006). Students that engage in CPD and reflection should
therefore be more prepared to enter the workforce and provide quality patient care.

The Reflective Process

Much of the evidence base that supports reflection and reflective writing sits within the pedagogical
theories of experiential learning. Fowler (2008) reports the origins of experiential learning and
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synthesises the literature to explain the concept as a process of learning from critically reflecting on an
experience. This supports the experiential learning cycle as described by Kolb (1984). Schon (1987)
describes reflection in a more simplistic manner and discusses the concept of 'reflection in action’,
meaning reflection during an activity, and 'reflection on action'; a retrospective consideration of the
learning that has taken place as well as planning for future learning.

King (2002) discusses the need for students to spend time contemplating their actions and learn
through the process of reflection. He advocates that from a pedagogical perspective, reflection is the
highest level of deep learning and therefore is at the top of the hierarchy of Bloom's taxonomy, and his
study draws on the earlier work (Dewey, 1933; Kolb, 1984; Schon, 1987); when examining the cycles of
reflection and learning processes that take place. The conclusions of this higher education based study
support the need for time, reinforcement and advocate the need for a culture of reflection to be
embedded within a curriculum.

There have been many papers that highlight journal writing as a reflective tool. There are a wide range
of benefits outlined within the literature; self discipline, improved higher order thinking, deeper levels of
learning, increased knowledge base and increased understanding of self and others (Wilson et al, 1995;
Beveridge 1997; Williams et al, 2002). Boud (2001:13) discusses journal writing as a forum for recording
experiences and making sense of these through the use of different lenses. It is

suggested that through using a 'lens of learning,' an individual can consider their experiences, revisit
and reflect on these in order to develop actions for the future.

Williams et al (2002) used journal writing as a tool to support student's reflective writing whilst on
practice placement. The authors argued that using a journal can facilitate transitions between the
academic institution and the practice placement setting and therefore allow students to make links
between previously acquired knowledge and new placement learning experiences in order to
synthesise their understanding and deepen their learning. The transition between learning in a
supportive academic environment and a busy healthcare practice environment can often be a difficult
one and students can find this process very challenging. Furthermore, the practice environment can
often feel quite isolated and far removed from the student’s natural peer group, and this needs to be
managed in order to support the student in their journey to providing patient centred care.

Eportfolios and blogs

To promote the process of CPD, learners need a tool that allows them to collect and integrate evidence.
Traditionally, in healthcare education, this has been undertaken via paper based portfolio systems (van
Tartwijk, 2009) that acted as a repository of evidence of achievement (Cross et al, 2006). Over time,
practitioners built up a body of evidence that developed into a collection of resources that could be
used to facilitate learning and stimulate reflective practice. These portfolios were used, in some
instances, for professional accreditation and therefore to demonstrate evidence of CPD. More recently,
evidence of learning is developed in a variety of digital media (e.g. video, audio files and word
documents) therefore an alternative solution was required. Eportfolios provide an electronic, structured
environment that can be used as a digital repository, enabling learners to evidence CPD utilising
structured tools. One of these tools is a blog.

Blogs have become an increasing popular resource over the last ten years. Support for the use of blogs
is well embedded within educational literature. Hernandez-Ramos (2004) clearly demonstrates that
blogging increases student awareness of technology and supports learning. This study identified the
increased reflective nature of blogging whilst engaging the pedagogical principles of constructivism in
developing the student’s ability to create knowledge.

The more recent studies using web based journals or 'blogs' are also very encouraging in that they
highlight the benefits of peer support and how easily this can be done with a blog (Chretien et al,

2008; Ladyshewsky, 2008). Due to the diverse nature of practice education, a support structure is vital
to ensure students feel able to engage in learning and gain additional learning opportunities through
sharing experiences. It is suggested that blogs have the potential to support the development
ofspecialised professional learning communities or communities of practice; a mechanism that aligns
itself well to healthcare practice (Andersen and Matkins, 2011; Yang, 2009).

The challenge of providing a safe and secure repository for evidence and encouraging reflection within
curricula remains a difficult one and blogs are one method that can be used to facilitate reflection and
CPD. This study was driven by concern about Physiotherapy students’ engagement with reflective
writing and CPD whilst undertaking practice placement. The specific aim of the study was

to explore physiotherapy students’ perspectives of using blogs to identify if they could be used to
support CPD and reflection during practice placement.
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Methods

The purpose of the study was to explore the use of blogs as a reflective tool, using data collection
methods that focused on students' learning experiences. Given the purpose of the study, it was
essential to obtain the students’ own expressions of their learning experiences. To facilitate this, we
conducted a sequential exploratory, mixed methods evaluation using both intra and inter-method
mixing. This explored the students’ opinions and beliefs, focusing on their experiences of using the
blogs to facilitate their reflection and provide patient centred care.

A purposeful sample of five students from the third year of the BSc Physiotherapy programme took
part in the study. The students kept reflective blogs of their own experiences and commented on each
others' posts to encourage depth of reflection. Comments were also added by a member of the
academic team (tutor). Participants were encouraged to blog at least once a week for the five week
duration of the placement as well as after the placement had ended to evaluate their clinical learning
experiences.

To explore the students’ learning experiences, a thematic analysis of the student blog comments using
a framework approach (Ritchie and Spencer, 1994) was undertaken. In addition, an online questionnaire
that included both open and closed items was used to evaluate the students’ perceptions and
experiences of blogging as well as the accessibility of the tool.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was not required for this study as it formed part of routine programme evaluation
procedures.

Results

1) Thematic analysis of blog postings

The students were not obliged to follow academic writing guidelines for their blog postings and
therefore their comments were written in an informal style that recorded experiences without
following a set structure or guidance. The data set consisted of three different types of postings;
student’s reflective comments on their learning experiences, student-to-student comments written as
peer support and tutor comments. Each of the data sets was analysed individually using a thematic
framework.

i) Student reflective comments
Five themes were identified within the student comments:

Descriptions of practice
Reflections on self-confidence levels throughout the placement

The challenges of adapting to a new environment (transition to a new place and fitting into
a team)

Reflections on the academic assessment of the placement

Posing questions to the group/requests for help

Overall, the blog postings detailed the students’ learning journeys throughout their placements. The
students gave detailed descriptions of their clinical practice and used the blogs on occasions to
pose patient centred questions and dilemmas to the peer group. This strategy was particularly used
when the students were deliberating about challenging situations and new experiences. The
students also discussed at length their levels of confidence in relation to their knowledge, skills and
abilities and

how this varied throughout the course of their placement. Towards the end of each placement,
discussion arose around the forthcoming written reflective assignment and the blog was used as
a discussion board to address questions relating to the assessment.

ii) Student-to-students peer support comments
Three themes merged from the analysis of the peer support comments:
e Support and reassurance
e Sharing issues
e Questioning
All of the students engaged in the process of reading each others’ blogs and posting comments and
feedback; although some were more active than others. These peer comments offered both support
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and reassurance for those questioning their abilities and reflecting on clinical dilemmas. The common
themes were of shared experiences and a sense of relief of finding others facing similar problems.
Overall, the peer comments offered advice and gave reassurance and feedback about particular
clinical scenarios. All entries were positive in nature which was in keeping with the objectives of the
study. The comments developed a more inquisitive style as time progressed, possibly modelled on the
tutor comments that the peers had been observing whilst posting their own feedback. This led to more
detailed discussions and as a consequence, greater depth and scope was evident within each
reflective account. All the students felt that the blogging had contributed to the development of their
clinical practice and wanted to continue to use the blogs after the study to aid their reflections on
patient care.

i) Tutor comments

There were three themes within the tutor comments:
e Questioning & prompting to enhance reflection
e Support and reassurance
e Information giving and signposting

The tutor’'s comments also offered support and reassurance; however the tone of these was very
much inquisitorial and facilitative. There was a process of ongoing prompting in place; signposting the
students to extend their thinking in order to enhance their reflection. The secondary role of the tutor
was to model the types of comments and questions that could be posted by the students. The style
and content of the student blog postings and comments evolved in response to the tutor feedback.
The final element within the tutor comments was information giving and this was provided when the
students needed an answer in order to move forwards with their discussions about particular topics.

2) Online questionnaire

The responses to the closed questions of the questionnaire demonstrated that the students had a
generally positive perception of using the blog, with all students rating the blog either easy or very
easy to use

The questionnaire comments were analysed using a thematic analysis based on the ‘Framework’
approach, as described by Ritchie and Spencer (1994). The initial familiarization stage and analysis
identified both advantages and disadvantages of blogging. Four distinct advantages were revealed:

e Benefits of peer feedback
e Benefits of tutor feedback
e Benefits of peer support

e Enhanced reflection.

Sample comments are included in table 1 below:
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Theme

Sample quotes

Benefits of peer
feedback

You can ask advice from others and you can give your advice on patient care.’
‘Good to get people's feedback and input on questions.’

‘I have found it has aided me to keep in touch with peers and share experiences.’
‘| felt that they had very valuable things to input.’

Benefits of tutor

‘Very helpful. Lots of questions to ask that enriched the reflection on practice.’
‘It was good to get that feedback as it helped me think of my reflections on patient
care from deeper angles and in more depth.’

being in a peer
support group

feedback ‘This is exactly what | needed in order to develop my reflection. The support from
the tutor has been great in order to point me in the right direction as far as my
reflection and blog entries on patient care.’
That we all go through similar clinical experiences.’

Benefits of ‘From looking at the other blogs everybody had the same trouble starting out with

not reflecting deep enough, but as the study went on the quality of each blog
improved.’

‘... (realising that) many of us are having similar sorts of clinical experiences be it
good or bad.’

Enhanced
reflection

‘Made me reflect more and think about what was actually happening with the
patients on my placement.’

‘| feel that reflections happen naturally but by blogging I reflected deeper.’

‘It has also helped me to reflect deeper due to being able to update constantly
and then receive feedback on my posts.’

Table 1: Sample student quotes — Advantages of blogging

The participants were also asked to comment on any difficulties or limitations they had found with blogging.
Three disadvantages were revealed:

¢ Blogging was initially time-consuming

e Participants felt self-conscious at first

e Beginning the process was difficult for some students. Sample quotes are included in table 2:

Theme Sample quotes
Time Time consuming.’
‘To begin with it felt a bit like a chore (like extra work), but only at the beginning.’
Feeling self ‘Talking about myself, my feelings and my experiences. At first | had feelings of
conscious being fairly self conscious but then | just learnt to do it anyway.’

Getting started

‘Starting off each entry, once you start the information just flows, it is the initial
sentence that’s the difficulty.’

Discussion

Table 2: Sample student quotes — Disadvantages of blogging

This study utilised a small sample size of five students over the course of one five-week placement and
confidence to generalise from the study is therefore limited. However, despite this limitation, some
important advantages of blog usage to support CPD have been identified. The results demonstrated
that the students had positive experiences of using the blogs overall and enjoyed the interactive nature
of sharing their blogs within the peer support group. Students also reported that blogging aided their
transition process from being supported within the academic institution to working autonomously
within the practice environment, as they developed confidence in their abilities.

A key finding from this study was that the blogs helped the students to recognise their learning needs
and provided a stimulating forum to evaluate their practice learning. This is in accordance with
previous studies (Beveridge, 1997; Williams et al, 2002; Levine et al, 2008). The participants also
highlighted the increased depth and scope of their reflections as a benefit; leading to an increased
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confidence and stronger awareness of their clinical skills. Again, this is underpinned by a previous
study that suggested that reflection on learning events within the clinical arena stimulates not only
deeper reflective skills but a new level of clinical understanding (Williams et al, 2002).

The key factors that contributed to the students’ positive experiences and perceptions were the
informal nature of the tool, the easy accessibility of the online environment and the ongoing, timely
support from peers. These findings are in accord with Ladyshewsky’s study in 2008 that clearly
demonstrated the success of peer support in developing students’ learning. This study investigated the
use of paper based journals to enhance peer support with physiotherapy students. The conclusions
suggested that journal writing in any format had the advantage of enabling students to consider their
clinical decision making more deeply, thus impacting on patient outcomes.

The thematic analysis of the blog posts also identified that as well as using the blogs to reflect, the
students were using them as a forum to ask questions about clinical practice, and to seek reassurance
and feedback about their actions and decision-making processes. The blogs provided valuable
collaborative learning opportunities and professional socialization for the students involved whilst
isolated on placement from their peers. Furthermore, using blogs embedded within the secure
environment of an ePortfolio, avoided the issues raised in previous research relating to the potentially
threatening environment of using public blogging sites (Hernandez-Ramos, 2004). The students also
valued the academic support from the tutor via their blog posts. The tutor's comments aided the
students’ reflective processes and they felt well supported within the practice arena without the need
for face-to face contact.

The students did highlight some disadvantages of blogging and these mainly related to the logistics of
using a tool that was unfamiliar. It was also noted that some students felt overwhelmed by sharing their
own personal reflections initially. However as the study progressed and the students became more
familiar with both the tool and sharing personal comments this disadvantage diminished. Although the
duration of the study was only five weeks, the participants quickly formed a trusting professional
community, supporting the suggestions of previous authors that blogs have the potential to develop
communities of practice (Andersen and Matkins, 2011; Yang, 2009).

Conclusions

This local study has offered some insight into Physiotherapy students’ experiences and perceptions of
blogging; although it is not possible to make conclusive claims about the use of blogs. All the students
were positive about using blogging to enhance their reflection and valued the flexibility of access and
convenience that it afforded them. The students stated that blogging provided a safe and informal
environment to explore their reflections on current practice and specific incidences of patient care. They
were positive about the feedback provided by both their peers and the tutor in aiding them to add depth
and scope to their reflections. All participants indicated that they would advocate blogging as a medium
for improving their reflections and felt they would continue to use blogging as a tool in their future
career.

Whilst there is no simple formula for developing the reflective skills of a diverse student body, this
study has identified that blogs within an ePortfolio can be used as one method to support students’

6 reflective practice. The results of the study suggest that students valued the opportunity to
discuss and share experiences and can be facilitated to engage in the process of reflection when in
a supportive peer group. Higher education curricula may benefit from utilising technology and peer
support to further develop student's interest and engagement with this vital skill.

The findings suggest that the purpose of using the technology needs to be clearly defined and students
need to be convinced of the advantages of making changes to their practice. A preparatory session
should be conducted in order to familiarise the students with the technology and ground rules for
engagement explained to set the expectations of the learners.

The blogs where a useful tool to enhance reflective skills and along with peer support, facilitated students
to remain focused on enhancing their professional practice, ultimately impacting on the patient journey.
This study indicated that technology can be used to facilitate the development of a reflective, problem
solving practitioner focussed on providing efficient and effective patient centred care.

Further research is necessary to gain an in-depth understanding of the different dimensions of health
care students’ experiences of blogging. Recommendations for further study include:

¢ Longitudinal studies to gain an in-depth understanding into students’ perceptions and experiences
of using blogs to enhance patient centred care.
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e Studies to evaluate if these findings with undergraduate students can be transferred to the
practice environment.
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