A journal portfolio

“In the midway of this our mortal life,
 I found me in a gloomy wood....”
Dante: The Divine Comedy
“It is never too late to travel, explore – and return with stories to tell.”
Huber and Hutchings The Advancement of Learning
There are many ways of writing a course portfolio; I’m a storyteller, so in my first attempt at a course portfolio I’m going to tell a story. Or, rather, a part of a story, 
The received wisdom is that a course portfolio should deal with student learning. As one not given to wisdom, I’m just going to deal with what I learnt.

The rest of the story and what, if anything, the students learnt will be dealt with elsewhere.
Not-so-golden silence
PD1 (Programming and Design 1) was dying; it only had two more occurrences and then it would be gone forever, replaced by younger, trendier modules. And I was the one who would be teaching it.
I could, of course, just teach it the way it had always been done; no one would complain. Or I could use it to try out a few ideas I’d been mulling over. The content of the course wouldn’t change; how I covered that content would.  (For more on PD1 read PD1 – A Course Portfolio.)
PD1 – the prospective corpse - is an old-fashioned introduction to procedural programming using C++ as the language and pseudocode as the design notation. In essence, it covers the main syntactic constructs, variables and functions with a nod to testing thrown in. 
I’d taught it before and done a reasonable job by the accepted measures. However, one thing nagged at me: I rarely got any feedback from students about what I did (unless they saw I’d made a mistake). 

I tried the usual tricks of the trade to get them talking about the work, making deliberate mistakes (along with the other kinds); promising to explain something later and not doing; playing stupid and asking for enlightenment from the students.

These worked in some measure but didn’t give me what I wanted, information about how much a student understood, how much of what I was doing was as clear as crystal or as mud. I wanted more feedback than the mechanisms already in place gave me, what I call second-hand feedback from exercises, tests etc.
What I wanted was primary feedback; words from the horses’ mouths. Questions. Statements that they didn’t understand things. An end to their almost Trappist silence.  I wanted to know what they felt that they’d understood. And more importantly, what they felt that they hadn’t. Given this, I hoped that the course might become more enjoyable for all. 

Why the Silence – an aside

Thinking about it, students can be divided into four groups in response to a particular piece of work:
	A

They understand

They know they understand
	B

They understand

They don’t know they understand

	C

They don’t understand

They know they don’t understand
	D

They don’t understand

They don’t know they don’t understand


These groupings can be used to explore the class silence.

Group A’s silence was fine (though I’d like a mention in their acceptance speech when they receive their Programmer of the Year Award). If I can’t have students who communicate with me, then I want more of these.
I’m fairly sure Group B doesn’t exist, which would explain their silence, though I often have students who lack self-confidence in the skills they do have.
Group C’s silence is the most frustrating. They know they don’t know but won’t ask for help. There are many possible reasons for this, but that doesn’t stop me from believing that it’s all my fault.

Group D’s silence is the saddest; they will gain insight but probably the hard way, via a summative assessment.
Ideas I’d been playing with 
At the time I came to this occurrence of PD1, I had several ideas about how my teaching could change.

One was that I wanted to use a reduced instruction set, teaching the students only what they needed to know, rather than what I knew.  If you only need a WHILE loop why burden the students with DO..WHILE  and FOR in the same lecture?

Another idea was to introduce concepts by stealth before they were formally dealt with; for example, they might deal with questions like “Is it true than 4 is greater than 9?” weeks before they come across if ( 4 > 9)….
Then there was a whole family of ideas that came from the recognition that writing a program is a creative task and maybe I could borrow some techniques from teachers of creative writing. Which is how the journals came about.
Artists have their sketchbooks; writers have their journals. Maybe programming students could benefit from something of the same?
The journal structure
I pondered asking my students to keep a journal of their programming adventures. Then I faced reality and realised that I would have to be a little more prescriptive. 

So, each week, by email, the PD1 students were given a Word file in which they found a series of programming questions/exercises. Their job was to have a go at these. If they could do them all, great; if not, at least they knew what to ask about in class. (Some hope.)
Not only that, but they were also asked to give some feedback on how they coped with the problem. This could be done in two ways:

· filling in a grid with code numbers - mandatory

· unstructured reflection – optional but appreciated
The finished document was to be emailed to me. And the next week the process began all over again.
 For more details, see appendices A, B and C.
What actually happened

The thing that surprised me most was how the students took to the journal. Of course there were some who didn’t do it, but most of them did. And if I was late sending out the journal, I heard about it!
I suspect that a lot of it was that they didn’t actually have to do any of the exercises, they could just put 0 in the feedback grid and there’s be no questions asked (or answered for that matter).

But to do this they had to open the file and see the exercises, some of which were extremely simple. (I was working on the principle that people like being right.)  So I got very few grids with zeros.
Of course I emphasised the journal in class – “as we saw in the journal a couple of weeks ago…” and always asked them whether they’d done all their journals when they had a problem. So there was a lot of pressure from me. But I’ve leant on students before and got nowhere. The journals seemed to work.
Not only did I get the exercises back to give me insight into what was happening, the feedback grid and, surprisingly, the unstructured reflection  also provided useful information.

Was it any use?
Well, I wanted feedback and I got it. I would have liked it to confirm what an excellent teacher I was…. Never mind.
The main thing I learnt from the journals (and NOT in the class) was that my teaching of arrays had left many of my students confused. To be honest, I thought I could teach arrays in my sleep; it appears that I had done. They managed the practical work but didn’t really understand what they were doing.
I also came across an example of my breaking one of my own iron-clad rules –  don’t teach something until you’ve shown the need for it; not doing syntax for syntax’s sake, but to help solve a problem. I rushed into Booleans and my students didn’t follow me.
One of the unexpected benefits came from the feedback grids where students gave a number to indicate how hard or easy they found the exercise.  Some blithely thought everything was easy (and got it all wrong). Some thought the questions almost impossible and waltzed through them.  I got a lot of insight into their lack of insight! Which might go some way to explaining why I’d been getting so little feedback.
An insight into student insight – another aside

From the relationship between their entries in the feedback grid and their actual answers, they fell into four groups:
	A

Understood/Insight

Thought it easy 

Got it right
	B

Understood/No insight

Unsure 

Got it right

	C

Didn’t understand/Insight

Admitted couldn’t do it

Got it wrong
	D

Didn’t understand/No insight

Thought it easy  
Got it wrong


Each needed different handling. 
And armed with the information in a student’s journal, effective remedies could be targeted relatively accurately. 
Would I do it again?
The short answer is that I am doing.

I can’t pretend that the journal was a well thought-out piece of academic endeavour. It wasn’t. Most of the time I was flying by the seat of my pants and almost every week the students’ journals gave me ideas on how to improve them. But flawed as they were, I gained more insight into my teaching and my students and, as an unlooked-for bonus, I enjoyed it. 
So much so, that I’ve now introduced the journal into two more of my courses.

Has my teaching improved in light of the feedback? I’d like to think so, but even if it hasn’t, I doubt it’s got any worse. And I’ve enjoyed the process.

And, subjective as it may be, my students are talking more in class, even asking questions now and then, and when I marked their summative assignments my partner didn’t have to hide all the sharp objects in the house. Which is a plus.
What about the students?

Well that’s another story. Which will be told when I get round to analysing the data sometime this summer.
THE END

Coming soon: 
PD1 – A Course Portfolio

A gritty account of ITP in a Northern University.

A Portfolio Portfolio

An account of the creation of the above.
If you can’t wait till then, read the following:
Bibby’s Taxonomy

There are four kinds of lecturers:
	Type A

know what they’re doing

know they know what they’re doing
	Type B

know what they’re doing

doubt that they know what they’re doing

	Type C

don’t know what they’re doing

know they don’t know what they’re doing
	Type D

don’t know what they’re doing

don’t know they don’t know what they’re doing


Type A lecturers are what we should all be, though examples found in the wild tend to be irritating. Types B and C are potential scholars of teaching and learning (when they’re not neurotics who should stop navel-gazing and get back to the chalkface where they belong).
Type D lecturers are to be considered harmful
I’ve been all four types. Often in the same lecture. Ask my students. If you can get a reply out of them.
Appendix A

Journal Exercises- An Introduction

Each week, either 

· in the practical

· by email

· or in Pete Bibby’s public directory

you’ll be given a Word file in which you’ll find

· a series of  programming questions/exercises

· a chance to give some feedback about how you got on with them

Your job is to have a go at these exercises. If you can do them all, great; if not, at least you know what to ask about in class.

Not only that, but you’re also going to give some feedback on how you coped with the problem. This can be done in two ways:

· filling in a grid with code numbers - mandatory
· unstructured reflection – optional but you get brownie points

And if that’s not enough you can make a note of any research you’ve done or include any code you’ve written that you’re particularly proud of ( saves putting it on the fridge).

The finished document is now emailed to me as an attachment. And the next week the process begins all over again.

An Example Journal Exercise

You’ll get a Word file with the journal exercises in them. It’ll look something like this:

Feedback grid

	question
	 How I got on

	1 designing
	

	2 debugging 
	

	3 coding
	

	4 comprehension
	

	5  precis
	


Feedback codes

	Code number
	What it means

	0
	didn’t attempt

	1
	easy / confident

	2
	challenging / not easy but can do

	3
	very difficult/ not confident

	4
	Impossible / no idea


Exercises/Questions:

1. Draw a rough plan of Noah’s ark.

2. How can you get rid of fleas?

3. How do I catch a fish to go with my chips?

4. “Tom Brown went to a public school?” What does this mean?

5. What is meant by the term “nit-picking”?

As it’s a Word document, you’ll be able to type or cut-and-paste your answers into it, ready for emailing back to Pete.

Reflection

Here – if you need to - you write a few lines about what you’ve learnt – even if it’s only that you need to stay awake at lectures! There’ll usually be a few questions to get you started. This is all good stuff for your Personal Development Plan. It records your thoughts about what you’ve been doing, what you don’t know or feel uncertain about, how you might go about remedying it. 

This is useful feedback to the lecturer who can then help you. 

NOTE: All reflection in a journal is private between lecturer and student.
APPENDIX B
An Example Journal Exercise - Completed

Feedback Grid

	question
	 How I got on

	1 designing 
	3 I missed the lesson

	2 debugging
	4 HELP!!!!!

	3 coding
	2 a slippery question

	4 comprehension
	0  no time

	5  precis
	1


Notice you can put brief comments in the feedback grid. Longer items can go in the reflection area.

Feedback codes

	Code number
	What it means

	0
	didn’t attempt

	1
	easy / confident

	2
	challenging / not easy but can do

	3
	very difficult/ not confident

	4
	Impossible / no idea


Exercises/Questions/Answers:

1. Draw a rough plan of Noah’s ark.

          No idea. I think it was boat-shaped?

2. How can you get rid of fleas?

          With a thermo-nuclear device?

3. How do I catch a fish to go with my chips?

           Look on the net?

     Phish for silicone?
4. “I went to a grammar school?” What does this mean?

5. What is meant by the term “nit-picking”?

           Student module selection.

Reflection.
I think I should start going to the practicals. 

Would anybody really mind if I copied that article on plagiarism? 

I can’t draw a plan – better ask someone.

The finished document is now emailed to me as an attachment. And the next week the process begins all over again.

APPENDIX C
PD1 Journal  Practice Exercise

Add your answers and feedback to this Word document and send it as an attachment to me. Your email subject must read:

YOURNAME JOURNAL WEEK 0

NB you replace YOURNAME with your name!

	question
	 How I got on

	1  id info
	

	2 can you add?
	

	3 measures
	

	4 comprehension
	

	5  common sense
	

	6 precis
	


	Code number
	What it means

	0
	didn’t attempt

	1
	easy / confident

	2
	challenging / not easy but can do

	3
	very difficult/ not confident

	4
	Impossible / no idea


Exercises/Questions:

6. What is your name, username, student number?
7. How many pieces of information are asked for in question 1?

8. How long is piece of string?

9. PD1 consists of how many main parts? What are they?

10. Do you need a pen, pencil and paper for the lectures and practicals?

6. Briefly describe the journal exercises ( pretend it’s a text message and you’ve only got 20 words to do the job )

Reflection

Here is your chance to consider what you’ve learnt about PD1 and its journal exercise and think – in writing- about what you need to do. You might consider the following questions:

Can I send an attachment? If not, what do I do?

I get confused about usernames and student numbers – who can I ask?

What’s cut and paste? I wonder if Word has a help page?

NOTE: All reflection in a journal is private between lecturer and student.
� It is important to note that all reflection was private; also that the student “owned” their journal.
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