The Portfolio Experience
Being profligate with words, I’ve produced not one, but two portfolios; the first
 being the story of an innovation (for me at least) I attempted in PD1; the second,
 an explanation of PD1. If you’re reading this, then you no doubt have access to the others.

This third addition to my portfolio of portfolios is an exploration of the process of producing a portfolio. It makes no pretence to intellectual rigour but may be of interest to anyone who feels that they might like to produce a course portfolio.

So, on a sunny June morning, in an overgrown but beautiful back garden in Sheffield, I’m writing my thoughts about the process (which I hope won’t be too different from those I would record if I was writing this on a gloomy day in Bolton).
Disciplinary Commons

The impetus to write a course portfolio came from my membership of Sally Fincher’s Disciplinary Commons. Again, if you’re reading this, then you no doubt have access to the details of the Commons; if not, think of Herman Hesse’s Journey to the East set in a London university.
Before I became a member of the Commons, I’d never thought of writing a portfolio; after I joined it seems I thought of little else! What follows are some aspects of the process that stand out for me; I’d be interested in others’ viewpoints

Reflection

It might seem an appalling admission, but one of the most important results of the portfolio process is that I ended up thinking about what I was doing. Of course, I’d always applied some thought to what I was going to do in class and what I actually did in class, but the portfolio process had me indulging in post hoc ratiocination
 beyond  “that went well” or “well, no one snored”. 
Now, I was purposefully thinking about what had happened – I believe reflection is the term. And if you’ve ever been a wicked step-mother, then you’ll know that reflection isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be. You get to feel there’s a lot of Snow Whites out there.
Recording

Of course, when I’ve time, I always record things. Briefly. Honest.
Producing a course portfolio has had me recording things in depth. That took time and made me wonder about how much recording I should be doing and what should be recorded, when, for who, and why, and how, and where. I haven’t come to any conclusions but even asking the questions has consequences.
Evidence
Recording, producing artefacts for the portfolio, wasn’t an end in itself. The artefact was there for a purpose, to make a point, to explicate something, to be evidence. The portfolio was to be less a cabinet of curiosities, more a scholarly document
. 

And, dear reader, it came as a shock to find how little hard evidence I had for my beliefs about the teaching I was doing; not only that, but how hard it was to get meaningful evidence as opposed to how easy it was to collect meaningless artefacts. Here I could disappear down the rabbit hole of Quality Assurance but it’s a beautiful day and I’ve other rabbits to chase.

Downsides
I have to admit that producing a portfolio is not always a positive experience. 
For a start there’s the ominous feeling that you’re about to produce a well-evidenced document that will demonstrate beyond any reasonable doubt that you are the worst teacher of introductory programming ever, anywhere. You’ll face more demons than Buffy ever did.
What’s worse, is that as soon as you start the process, you see so many ways of doing things better. Which means that you’ve not been doing things as well as you could have been. And, if you can see a better way of doing it, why aren’t you doing it now? 
It seems that every bright idea you come up with, every possible innovation comes with its dark, self-accusatory side. There are many ways of inflecting “Why didn’t I think of that before?”.

More than that, the process starts balls rolling: educational theory; research on teaching programming; research methods; feedback; etc, etc. Would that I had time to pick them all up and the skills to juggle with them.

It’s easy to get overwhelmed if you’re not careful. I’d advise anyone starting out on the process to get a mentor or spiritual director – a sort of educational Yoda.

For my own part, I’ve been staggered at the difference between what I feel to be important – design and testing – and how little effort, comparatively, I put into them. It was easy to get disheartened until I realised that nobody else has noticed, every quality assurance box has been ticked and my students seem happy. 

Upside

Having said all that, producing my portfolios has been an incredibly positive experience. 

I’ve enjoyed it. It’s made my teaching more interesting for myself and, I think, my students. I’ve learnt a lot (mostly that I need to learn a lot more). And, at the twilight of my career, such as it is, I’ve found a renewed sense of purpose.
I suppose the critical question is whether I’d recommend it to others. And the answer is yes – provided they realise that it’s a personal process unlikely to get any support or recognition from their institutions. (But then, as a child of the sixties, I’ve no problems with an underground, subversive movement.) 
And, as every artist knows, the most personal is the most universal. Producing a course portfolio should be more than pedagogical onanism
; the portfolio needs to be available to others. Sharing this process with others is an act of generosity and courage whose rewards are intangible but nonetheless valuable. Be brave; even the log of a voyage that ends in disaster is useful to other mariners – provided they can read it.
In Conclusion
I have no conclusions; the process is ongoing, the two portfolios I’ve produced are already behind me, messages in bottles.  But the following should give some idea of where I am now.

Among the more remarkable fruits of the growing occurrence of inter-disciplinary studies in academia has been the discovery that A.A. Milne’s magnum opus, Winnie-the-Pooh, was an allegory
, on one level a charming children’s story; on another, much deeper level, an introduction to the pedagogy of computer science.

Consider the text in which Pooh and Piglet go hunting. One snowy day, Piglet comes across an obviously puzzled Pooh and wants to know what he’s doing.

 “Tracking something,” said Winnie-the-Pooh very mysteriously.

“Tracking what?” said Piglet, coming closer.

“That’s just what I ask myself. I ask myself, What?’’

Is anything more obvious than that this is a description of the intellectual effort required in debugging a program? One knows something is wrong and needs to be found, but one doesn’t know what or where it is. Pooh and Piglet feel the same psychological tension.
“What do you think you’ll answer?”

“I shall have to wait until I catch up with it.”

Again one must marvel at Milne’s foresight. What more poignant example of lightweight methodologies than these two slight creatures in a cold, pitiless environment? Who else would have envisaged the role pair programming would play in producing bug-free code? And who else would go one step further and move beyond these insights to a pedagogy of the nascent discipline?

Pooh and Piglet try to solve the mystery by following the tracks around a tree – but in doing so they only make things worse, adding more tracks, complicating the situation when they should have simplified it. How many of us have watched our students do just the same, boldly going forward when standing still and thinking might have been  the better approach.

Round the tree the pair go again, making “confusion more confused”. When will they stop
?

Eventually Pooh comes to a halt, looks at the new sets of footprints and realizes that they are of different types. Moving beyond the world of raw data, Milne has realized the value of typing data as an aid to creating code with semantic integrity. The problem is now partitioned by type; the tracks are being caused by:

“either Two Woozles and one, as it might be, Wizzle, or Two, as it might be, Wizzles and one, if so it is, Woozle”. 

The exclusive-or? Notice the emphasis placed on creating names for abstract entities.

Investigation proceeds until they reach the observation that:

There were the tracks; crossing over each other here, getting muddled up with each other there.
Some fifty years before Dijskstra, Milne has anticipated the problems caused by tangled flow of control! 

At this point the exposition turns to the realms of pedagogy with the intervention of Christopher Robin who has watched proceedings from a vantage point in the oak tree that the pair has been circling
 and now goes through what has happened, step-by-step.

“First you went round the spinney twice by yourself, and then Piglet ran after you and you went round again together, and then you were just going round a fourth time –“

Like a Zen master, Christopher Robin has picked exactly the right moment to intervene in Pooh’s struggles with his koan; Pooh attains realization: 
“I see now.”

Amazingly, Milne has anticipated the classic dilemma of the computer science pedagog – how much  students should be left to their own devices in problem solving. And he goes one step further:
‘Yes,” said Winnie-the-Pooh.

“1 see now, said Winnie-the-Pooh.

“I have been Foolish and Deluded’ said he, ‘and I am a Bear of No Brain at All.”

Once again Milne has beaten Dijkstra to it. Pooh is a humble programmer, all too aware of his limitations.

However, like all good teachers, Christopher Robin is there to boost his confidence:

“You’re the Best Bear in All the World.”

What an example Milne sets us. And how could he have know, all those years ago, that teachers of computer science would spend so much time up in the air watching their students go round in circles?

� A Journal Portfolio


� PD1 A Course Portfolio


� I’ve always wanted to use that phrase


� I must admit to some reticence about using the word scholarly; presumably because I’m English.


� In my case I had the other members of the Commons.


� A phrase I often use more colloquially.


� Evidence of this propensity for allegory comes from a diary of an acquaintance of Mrs Milne, who recorded her as saying “I just wish he’d say what he bloody-well meant for once”.


� Scholars argue that this is unlikely given that computers weren’t invented at the time, but then they would, wouldn’t they?


� As an aside, dear reader, that is one of the few occasions when the present author has used the words “student” and “thinking” in the same context.


� The classic termination problem.


� Argument still rages whether Milne moved beyond imperative programming (covered in Winnie-The-Pooh) and travelled on to the object-oriented paradigm in The House At Pooh Corner, with Eeyore’s house being championed as an obvious precursor of reusable objects.


� One interesting but as yet unsolved problem is whether the obvious iteration was a while or repeat loop. There is much room for further scholarship.








