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Personal learning is a complex terrain for students to navigate, and one that transcends discipline and 
cohort boundaries. This paper reflects on the introduction of a forum to promote, encourage and 
support student engagement with PebblePad, an ePortfolio / personal learning system. The forum 
provides students with an informal network beyond their course/subject cohorts in which they can ask 
questions and discuss issues as they traverse the technical and conceptual complexities in what is for 
many a transformational learning approach. It has developed as a partnership between students and 
staff, emerging from a student suggestion, establishing itself under the leadership of staff with student 
support, but gradually undergoing a role reversal so that students now take the lead. Now nearing the 
end of its second year, the forum demonstrates how staff-student partnerships can benefit a range of 
stakeholders in the university community ± from students to academics, and particularly to the mentors 
themselves. 
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Background 
 
Since the inception of the Australian ePortfolio Project less than five years ago, an increasing number of 
Australian universities have incorporated ePortfolios into their suite of technologies to support more learner- 
centered (So, Bonk, & Wisher, 2009), authentic (Herrington, Reeves & Oliver, 2009), reflective (Schön, 1983; 
Kolb, 1984) teaching approaches and the development of lifelong learning skills (Barrett, 2000), such as goal-
setting, monitoring of progress and self-evaluation. The work of Queensland University of Technology and the 
University of New England has paved the way for more recent adoptees, such as Royal Melbourne Institute of 
Technology, University of South Australia and Charles Sturt University. 
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EPortfolios have alternatively been defined as product (Challis, 2005) and process (Joyes & Gray, 2009). 
Indeed they are both, but it is the process that has gained more attention in recent years. This idea of portfolio as 
process is strongly linked to personal learning approaches, and the concepts of ownership and self-management 
of learning, bRWK�IRUPDO�DQG�LQIRUPDO��,W¶V�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�SUHPLVH�WKDW�µWR�OHDUQ�LV�QRW�WR�DFTXLUH�RU�WR�DFFXPXODWH��
but rather, to develop or to grow. The process of learning is a process of becoming, a process of developing 
RQH¶V�RZQ�VHOI¶��'RZQHV��������S������,Q�WHUPs of ePortfolios, this process typically involves planning, 
collecting and reflecting, synthesizing, constructing, collaborating and sharing, as well as giving, receiving and 
UHVSRQGLQJ�WR�IHHGEDFN��'XULQJ�WKLV�SURFHVV��WKH�H3RUWIROLR�EHFRPHV�µD�SODFH�WR�GHYHORS�RQH¶V�SURIHVVLRQDO�
LGHQWLW\¶��+XQWHU�	�6WHZDUW���������DQG�SURYLGHV�DQ�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�VKLIW�WKH�EDODQFH�RI�SRZHU�EHWZHHQ�
academics and students, giving students more responsibility and control over their learning and professional 
development (Kimball, 2005 in Butler, 2006).  
 
PebblePad differs from many current ePortfolio systems in that it focuses mostly on the personal learning 
SURFHVV��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�ILQDO�SURGXFW��,QGHHG��3HEEOH/HDUQLQJ�GHVFULEHV�WKHLU�V\VWHP�DV�µPRUH�WKDQ�MXVW�DQ�
H3RUWIROLR¶��Eut a learner-FHQWUHG�SHUVRQDO�OHDUQLQJ�V\VWHP�WKDW�µSURYLGHV�VFDIIROGLQJ�WR�KHOS�XVHUV�FUHDWH�UHFRUGV�
RI�OHDUQLQJ��DFKLHYHPHQW�DQG�DVSLUDWLRQ��ZLWK��D�UHIOHFWLYH�VWUXFWXUH�XQGHUSLQQLQJ�DOO�RI�LWV�FRUH�HOHPHQWV¶�
(PebblePad, 2011). While, as an institutional system, it may not offer some of the freedoms of a Personal 
Learning Environment (PLE) created with social media tools, this is outweighed by the provision of scaffolding, 
the greater ease of sharing control and levels of privacy for those just starting to explore their professional 
identity.  
 
One of the great advantages of using a personal learning system like PebblePad is that it is designed for 
maximum flexibility to suit a wide variety of contexts and learning preferences, and to allow students freedom 
to manage their learning in a variety of ways; however, this can also lead to conceptual and technical complexity 
with which some students struggle (Hunter, et al, 2010). This is particularly true for those who still believe that 
their learning consists RI�µDFTXLULQJ�RU�DFFXPXODWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH¶��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHHLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�FUHDWRUV�RI�
µSHUVRQDO�NQRZOHGJH¶��*DPDFKH���������6LPLODUO\��WKRVH�ZKR�VWDUW�H[SORULQJ�WKH�V\VWHP�IRU�SHUVRQDO�XVH��UDWKHU�
than through an embedded course experience which guides students through these changes, may also struggle. 
These kinds of experiences will likely occur with any new technology that forces students through such a 
mindshift. 
 
In February 2010, a university-wide online forum was set up to support students who were using PebblePad, 
both within their courses and for personal use. It was designed to help students tackle the conceptual and 
technical difficulties associated with the move to personal learning in a staff- and peer-supported environment 
outside of their usual discipline area. The forum was initiated following a student request, and established with 
staff guidance and the support of student mentors. By incorporating the mentoring aspect, the forum offered the 
opportunity for more experienced students to transition from learner to teacher. In discussing Student Peer 
$VVLVWHG�0HQWRULQJ��63$0���:KLWPDQ�DQG�)LIH��������LQ�.LUNKDP�	�5LQJOHVWHLQ��������VWDWH�WKDW�µWR�WHDFK�LV�WR�
OHDUQ�WZLFH¶�DQG�H[SODLQ�WKDW��WKURXJK�WHDFKLQJ��SHHU�PHQWRUV�DWWDLQ�DQ�LPSURYHG�XQGHUVWDnding of the mentoring 
VXEMHFW�DUHD�WKURXJK�EHLQJ�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�WHDFKLQJ�SURFHVV��+RZHYHU��LW¶V�QRW�MXVW�WKHLU�SURIHVVLRQDO�
understanding that improves; there are also significant gains for the mentor in terms of their own personal 
development as teachers and leaders (Hill & Reddy, 2007). 
 
7KLV�FRQFLVH�SDSHU�UHSRUWV�RQ�D�ZRUN�LQ�SURJUHVV��DQG�SUHVHQWV�D�UHIOHFWLYH�µVWRU\¶�RI�WKHVH�EHQHILWV��GUDZLQJ�
upon autoethnographic methodology to do so (Chang, 2008). Autoethnography allows the researcher to be the 
subject of the research by using their personal experiences as primary data.  In this study, the researchers are the 
leading student mentor (SM) and the staff member who partnered her in establishing the forum (S). The data 
was collected over 18 months, and includes a reflective analysis of forum observations that had been recorded in 
WKH�UHVHDUFKHUV¶�SHUVRQDO�3HEEOH3DG�EORJV��,W�WDNHV�QRWH�RI�RXU�ILQGLQJV�DQG�KRZ�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�LQWHUDFWLRQV�
and potential benefits of stakeholders in the forum, including academics, student users and the staff who so 
diligently support its existence. While offering our own perspectives, it interprets our connection to others and 
the culture of the forum. 
 

The PebblePad forum experience is only in part, my story, that of a student who embraced and shared 
my learning through a mentoring process. It is also the story of staff members at a university who 
support the student voice by encouraging and implementing student ideas, students who enter the 
forum to ask questions and have a sense of achievement when they have completed an ePortfolio 
task.(SM) 
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A story of partnership 
Since its inception, the forum has emerged as an excellent example of how a partnership between staff and 
students can evolve through shared need to benefit a wide range of stakeholders. During the first year of its 
LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ��VWDII�DQG�VWXGHQW�VXSSRUW�UHVRXUFHV�ZHUH�VWLOO�µGHYHORSPHQWDO¶��3HEEOH3DG�LWVHOI�SURYLGHV�D�
comprehensive help system, and local support included general orientation information, technLFDO�µKRZ�WR¶�
worksheets, information on the potential for personal and self-directed student learning and general IT service 
desk. However, despite this, a common theme emerged of students initially struggling to make sense of how the 
ePortfolio should be used.  

With no experience of the ePortfolio process or the PebblePad tool, I accessed the support of a 
member of the ePortfolio Project team, who using screen share technology spent time 
demonstrating and explaining its use. As she used PebblePad both professionally and personally, 
there was a genuine understanding of my confusion, and willingness to assist. The ongoing level 
of support and encouragement took my knowledge of PebblePad from a task that was 
overwhelming to one I embraced with great enthusiasm by diving into practice with the 
PebblePad tools as if I had been given extensive training in their use. My desire to further direct 
and support my own learning led me to further experiment and find uses that were not restricted 
to my course work. I wondered what other forms of support may have benefited me as a learner. 
(SM) 

 
&OHDUO\��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�KHOS�VLWHV�ZHUHQ¶W�HQRXJK��7KHUH�ZDV�D�QHHG�IRU�D�µSHUVRQDO¶�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU�PRUH�
H[SHULHQFHG�XVHUV�WR�RYHUFRPH�WKRVH�µKXUGOHV¶�DQG�XQFRYHU�WKH�HVVHQFH�Rf personal learning. 

:H�DUH�VXFK�VRFLDO�EHLQJV��,W�GRHVQ¶W�PDWWHU�KRZ�PDQ\�KHOS�SDJHV�DUH�FUHDWHG��KRZ�PDQ\�FOHDU�
ZRUNVKHHWV��KRZ�PDQ\�H[SODQDWRU\�YLGHRV«QRWKLQJ�EHDWV�KXPDQ�FRQWDFW��DQG�WKH�UHDVVXUDQFH�WKDW�
comes from being able to ask your own questions, and knowing that someone is there who is able and 
willing to answer, or at least to find others who can answer. (S) 

 
$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKH�VWXGHQW�ZDV�XVLQJ�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�IRUXPV�VXFFHVVIXOO\�IRU�SHHU�VXSSRUW�DQG�
interaction, both within courses and subjects, as well as at a wider, university level. 

As a distance education learner, forums were providing an important part of both my PLE and social 
support within the university context. I was impressed by the level of communication, collaboration 
DQG�VXSSRUW�E\�VWXGHQWV�RQ�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�0DWXUH�$JH�)RUXP��D�OLYLQJ�XQLYHUVLW\-wide community 
which embraced all delivery modes, age, courses and levels of study. Was it possible to have a 
PebblePad forum to support students in their learning of and development with PebblePad? My motive 
was self-interest. I wanted a place to have my questions about PebblePad supported. I also believed that 
what I now saw as my successful student experience had the potential for empowering other students in 
their use of PebblePad. (SM) 

 
With a plan in mind, the student approached the same member of the ePortfolio Project team about the 
possibility of setting up a PebblePad forum as an online place to ask and receive answers from staff about 
PebblePad and its use. This idea was embraced by the team and within days the PebblePad forum was open for 
use. 
 
*DPDFKH��������S������QRWHV�WKDW�VRPH�VWXGHQWV�UHTXLUH�µSHUVRQDOLVHG��LQGLYLGXDOLVHG�OHDUQLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV¶� for 
support; the forum was providing this for those who participated. While it was still encased within an 
institutional setting, already the forum was emerging as a useful network for users. The first question appeared 
within 24 hours., and during the first eight months there were almost 500 posts and 70,000 views. 

The IRUXP�LV�UHDOO\�WDNLQJ�RII��,W¶V�KDG�VRPH�VLJQLILFDQW�LPSDFWV�RQ�VWXGHQWV�DOUHDG\��2YHU�WKH�SDVW�
ZHHN�DORQH��WKHVH�FRPPHQWV�KDYH�EHHQ�SRVWHG��³,�DOVR�ZRUNHG�RQ�P\�SRUWIROLR�DQG�OLQNHG�ILOHV�DQG�
pages - LW�ZDV�VR�HDV\��,�MXVW�ORYH�LW�´���³'R�\RX�UHDOLVH�ZKDt an amazing journey you are leading me 
RQ"�,�DP�JRLQJ�SODFHV�WKDW�,�QHYHU�WKRXJKW�SRVVLEOH´���DQG�³7KDQNV�DJDLQ�IRU�\RXU�KHOS��\RXU�TXLFN�
UHVSRQVHV�KDYH�PDGH�D�JUHDW�GLIIHUHQFH�WR�SHRSOH�OLNH�PH�ZKR�KDYH�QR�LGHD�������´��6� 

 
During this time, some students started to take on a much stronger role in mentoring other students, as they 
themselves started to learn more technically and conceptually about the tools. In fact, some of the students were 
evolving from being learners and were taking on the role of teaching other students how to become more 
confident users of PebblePad.                
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Due to my newly discovered enthusiasm, I was a prolific forum poster, initially for questions that I 
required answers to, but later for the questions that I would have liked answered when I had first started 
using PebblePad. When a question was posted by another student that I could answer I became quite 
excited and as I would on any student forum, I responded. My answered guided them to the resources 
that could provide further support. (SM)  

 
7KHUH¶V�VRPHWKLQJ�JUHDW�JRLQJ�RQ�LQ�WKLV�IRUXP��,¶P�QR�ORQJHU�DQVZHULQJ�DOO�WKH�TXHVWLRQV���7KH�
VWXGHQW�PHQWRUV��DUH�UHVSRQGLQJ�TXLFN�DQG�IDVW��HPSDWKLVLQJ�ZLWK�RWKHU�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�DUHQ¶W�TXLWH�VXUH�
of the personal learning journH\��FKDPSLRQLQJ�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�DFKLHYLQJ�JUHDW�VXFFHVV��$QG�WKHUH¶V�D�
TXDOLWDWLYHO\�GLIIHUHQW�IHHO�WR�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��7KHUH¶V�VXFK�DQ�LQWHUZHDYLQJ�RI�KHOS��VXSSRUW��DQG�
SHUVRQDO�VWRU\«HYHU\WKLQJ�IURP�ZLQH�WR�ZRPEDWV�LV�SRSSLQJ�XS�DV�WKH\�GLVFXVV�KRZ�WKH\�approach 
personal learning. (S) 

 
6LHPHQ¶V��������VWDWHV�WKDW�µWKH�QHWZRUN�LV�WKH�OHDUQLQJ¶��:KLOH�KH�LV�UHIHUULQJ�WR�RSHQ�VRFLDO�QHWZRUNV�XVLQJ�
Web2.0 technologies, the statement is no less applicable to institutional networks. In this situation, students had 
found a network in which they were familiar and secure, suggested its use to staff, who were responsive to their 
needs, and students have felt safe enough to gradually take on a leadership role in that network. Today, student 
mentors are leading the forum, and while staff still monitor posts, they are only required to respond to more 
µWULFN\¶�TXHVWLRQV� 
 

Impacts for stakeholders 
Since the beginning of the forum in late February 2010, there have been almost 1000 postings and 200 
000 distinct reads on the forum. For students, the sheer volume of postings and reads suggests that they 
are gaining something more from the PebblePad forum mentoring than the traditional support options 
provided. 

,¶P�VWLOO�DPD]HG�E\�WKH�WKDQNV�WKDW�VRPH�VWXGHQWV�DUH�H[SUHVVLQJ�RQ the forum. This one came in 
\HVWHUGD\��³7KDQN�\RX��WR�VWDII�DQG�VWXGHQW�PHQWRUV��IURP�PH��RQH�ZKR�KDUGO\�NQRZV�KRZ�WR�WXUQ�D�
computer on, NOW HAS A SPECIAL PAGE in her portfolio! Thank you for your kind, scaffolded 
LQVWUXFWLRQV�´�$QG�WKLV�RQH��³,�IRUJRW�Wo just say how appreciative I am and everyone else is of the 
UHVSRQVLYHQHVV�RI�WKRVH�PRQLWRULQJ�WKH�3HEEOHSDG�IRUXP���,W�UHDOO\�VKRXOG�EH�DFNQRZOHGJHG�´�$QG�
DJDLQ�WKLV��³7KDQNV�DJDLQ�IRU�\RXU�KHOS��,
P�MXVW�FRPSOHWHO\�EORZQ�DZD\�WKDW�\RX�DUH�JLYLQJ�
me  tecKQLFDO�DGYLFH�RQ�WKH�ZHHNHQG���´��6�   

 
The reflections in both the staff and student blogs noted that the forum was being used by students who were not 
using PebblePad as part of their course, possibly because it was grouped with other university forums focused 
RQ�SHUVRQDO�DQG�DFDGHPLF�VXSSRUW��DQG�VR�VWXGHQWV�ZRXOG�MXVW�µGURS-LQ¶�WR�VHH�LI�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQV�ZHUH�RI�LQWHUHVW�� 

I am often surprised by students who just find their way to the forum and ask what is PebblePad and 
what is it all about? On 7 FebruaU\�������³2.�,�NQHZ�WKLV�SHEEOH�SDG�WKLQJ�H[LVWHG�EXW�KDYH�QRW�D�FOXH�
ZKHUH�WR�EHJLQ�´�,I�3HEEOH3DG�LV�QRW�EHLQJ�XVHG�DV�SDUW�RI�WKHLU�FRXUVH�WKH\�PD\�QRW�NQRZ�DERXW�LW��%\�
finding the forum, reading and asking questions they are able to add a new tool to their PLE. Many of 
these students return to the forum as they start to explore more tools in PebblePad. (SM) 

 
In instances where academics are using PebblePad for the first time, often students feel more empowered to 
learn together with the academic as they have previously gained support outside the course from the forum. 

,Q�FKDWWLQJ�WR�DFDGHPLFV��,¶P�ILQGLQJ�WKDW�WKH\�DUH�UHDOO\�KDSS\�WKDW�WKH\�KDYH�D�EDFNXS�IRU�VWXGHQW�
VXSSRUW�ZKHQ�WKH\�WKHPVHOYHV�DUH�TXLWH�QHZ�WR�XVLQJ�WKLV�V\VWHP��,W¶V�D�UHOLHI�WR�EH�DEle to provide a 
OLQN�WR�WKH�IRUXP��DQG�NQRZ�WKDW�WKLV�LV�EHLQJ�PRQLWRUHG�UHJXODUO\�E\�ERWK�VWDII�DQG�VWXGHQWV��,W¶V�WDNLQJ�
the pressure off them as they learn together. (S) 

 
However, despite the aforementioned benefits, arguably the greatest benefit has been for the student mentors 
themselves. Another common theme was emerging: the forum had provided them with a vehicle to develop self-
confidence as well as expand and share their skills within the institution and beyond. Indeed, two of the mentors 
have presented their work with ePortfolios at local, national and international conferences. 

Sometimes I am struck by the frustration that a student portrays in a forum post. I originally only 
DQVZHUHG�TXHVWLRQV�WKDW�,�NQHZ�WKH�DQVZHUV�IRU�EXW�«��QRZ��HYHQ�LI�,�GR�not know the answer I can 
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reply and truly empathise with how they feel and let them know that an answer is being sought. I 
cannot always find the answers and there are those that need university IT support, this is where the 
PebblePad support team give of their expertise. They monitor the forum and still provide answers, 
including different solutions to an answer given by me, this is accompanied by a positive comment or 
thank you for my efforts. I read, I practice, I learn and feel that my role is appreciated by staff. I value 
highly their knowledge and support for my learning as well as their ready availability to provide help 
via phone or email. (SM) 

My personal reflections in my PebblePad blog showed me the positive impact from being able to help a 
peer ZLWK�D�WDVN�WKDW�,�KDG�RQFH�KDG�GLIILFXOW\�ZLWK��$IWHU�DQVZHULQJ�SRVWV�IRU�D�IHZ�PRQWKV��VKH�VDLG�³,�
finally pulled together a rather fancy webfolio. I can't believe I managed to learn yet another 
technological tool... Just want to say thanks for all your support and e-portfolio emails, they really 
KHOSHG�´� I started out with very little confidence and low self-esteem, but now feel empowered as a 
learner. I have started a Masters in Education with a view to research and co-written a conference paper 
for ASCILITE. During the time participating in the forum I have improved my understanding and 
knowledge about the PebblePad tool and taken active responsibility for my own learning by seeking 
articles and practitioners of e-portfolios and personal learning to become better informed about the 
practical and educational implications of e-portfolios as personal learning spaces. (SM) 

This is only the beginning... 
6WXGHQW�HQJDJHPHQW�LQYROYHV�µDFWLYH�DQG�FROODERUDWLYH�OHDUQLQJ��SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�FKDOOHQJLQJ�DFDGHPLF�DFtivities, 
formative communication with academic staff, involvement in enriching educational experiences, and feeling 
OHJLWLPDWHG�DQG�VXSSRUWHG�E\�XQLYHUVLW\�OHDUQLQJ�FRPPXQLWLHV¶��&RDWHV��������S�������7KLV�SDSHU�SURYLGHV�DQ�
example of how a staff-student partnership can enable this kind of student engagement to occur. While in this 
case online forums were used, the technology is not the important feature. The partnership has resulted in the 
development of an emerging community, where both students and staff can explore personal learning, and share 
experiences and technical know-how in relation to an institutional system. Weller (2009) describes this drawing 
WRJHWKHU�RI�VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�D�FRPPRQ�LQWHUHVW�DV�SDUW�RI�D�XQLYHUVLW\¶V�IXQFWLRQ��$W�WKLV�VWDJH�DORQH��the forum has 
drawn together not only students but staff in a creative and committed partnership through using technology in a 
ZD\�WKDW�LV�ERWK�YLWDO�DQG�UHOHYDQW�LQ�WRGD\¶V�GLJLWDO�VRFLHW\��+RZHYHU��WKLV�LV�MXVW�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��7KH�XQLYHUVLW\�
is embarking on a new initiative to provide more structured support to student mentors, and to ensure the 
sustainability of the mentoring that has emerged organically through the forum. We look forward to watching 
future developments.   
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