‘Portfolio’

The purpose of this portfolio is to reflect back and evaluate on one’s time in higher education. This portfolio will aim to provide a reflective summary of the factors in which one believes were most beneficial in developing one’s academic learning and skills while studying at university. Portfolios are considered as a way in which a student will reflect on their learning. Reflective learning and reflective practice have become a popular form of assessment in higher education since the 1980s. Motivated by Dewey’s (1933) theories in regards to reflective thinking along with other relevant researchers such as Schon (1983), profuse reporters have analysed these theories in more intensity, prompting a rethink of primary and repeated instruction for professionals, which as a consequence has resulted in solid applications when constructing the reflective movement to the development of learning (Fullana, Pallisera, Colomer, Fernández Peña, and Pérez-Burriel, 2016). As mentioned, I will discuss the factors I believe have been beneficial to ones leaning while at university, they are group work: group presentations and experimental group work; essay writing: feedback, critical thinking and the use of evidence; peer-assessment: reflective logs and peer-assessing essays. 
Group work:
Working as a group requires different skills compared to working on your own. These may include teamwork, scheduling, communication, dealing with conflicts and so forth (University of South Wales, 2015). While at university, one has had to take part in a number of group work based tasks and assignments. The points raised above are particularly important in group presentations. Group work has become increasingly advantageous (Lavy, 2017). In the line-up with its growth in the workplace, it has also proceeded to prosper in educational settings such as university (Boud, 2014). It had been suggested that there are a number of advantages that come with group-work. Exposing university students to group-work has been known to improve learning as well as equip them for life experiences post university (Taylor, 2014). Throughout my university experience over the past three years, I have had to endure working with fellow students on both sides of the joint honours course. Evidence has shown that students who engage in group-work, or cooperative learning, display individual achievement in comparison to students who are not required to work with other individuals. For example, Johnson and colleagues (2014), persisted that students who learn in collaborative circumstances possessed greater knowledge acquisition, retention of material and so forth compared to those who work alone (Johnson, Johnson and Smith, 2014). There have been a number of times where one has had to work within a group and other members of the class, examples of these are group presentations, experimental work. 
As mentioned above, working on a group presentation requires skills that may not be required when working on an individual presentation. The skill to communicate is considered one of the most significant objectives in which communitive language desires to attain (Živković, 2014). When working on a group presentation, it became apparent that in order to create a successful presentation with others, communication is key which therefore resolves and misunderstandings that may have occurred. Communication serves as a significant practice which appears as an action among individuals, where all members in the group are frequently and simultaneously receiving and sending material in order to establish a feel of mutual understanding (Harris and Sherblom, 2018). During my time at university, I have completed two group presentations. For the first presentation it would be fair to admit that all members especially one’s self did not take into account the amount of communication needed in order to create a sufficient presentation and present confidently. Reflecting back, I believe that if all members had communicated with one another a lot more, then the presentation would have been completed days before the due date. Scheduling a time to get together would have been easier, and would have also allowed time for rehearsal and make any changes if need be. 
Compared to the first group presentation, the second was proven to be a lot better. The reasons for this may be down to the fact that all group members communicated with one another efficiently, allowing for the completion of the presentation to be completed in a timely manner. All members of the group encouraged each other to do the best of their ability, allowing all members to feel comfortable and reassured that all would put in the same amount of effort needed to present a successful presentation. This had clearly been shown as all group members received high grades, in comparison to the first group-presentation. Group presentations in higher education promote team work skills which is currently an essential employability requirement (Hassanien, 2007). Before my time in university, I had little experience with others for an assessed piece of work. Due to the experience gained from group presentation I feel that I would now be more confident to work in a team with other individuals on an employability level, and I have benefited greatly and gained the skills required from this assessment activity style. 
In the second year of university as part of assessment criteria in a research methods module, students had been required to work in a group and create a psychology study looking at attention and memory. In order to create an efficient study and analyse results post study, all group members were required to attend an SPSS workshop. This allowed all students to get to grips with the software for the assignment, and also prepare students for their dissertations. This assignment proved difficult as not all group members were willing to put the same effort into the task. However, this had been shortly resolved through communication. This assignment allowed students including one’s self to gain experience in a laboratory setting. I found it allowed one’s self to self-assess and evaluate one’s ability to communicate with others outside of the group (i.e. participants). According to Boud (1995), there has been an increased enthusiasm regarding self-assessment in higher education (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). Student self-assessment, has been largely and boldly supported as a useful way for students to be involved in formative assessment (Black and Wiliam, 1998). Although this form of group work had not been formally assessed or graded, it had proven to be of use for one’s self, as one’s dissertation study had been based in a laboratory setting, and included working with individuals (participants) and other researchers. I feel this activity benefited my understanding of lab and research etiquette to fully engage appropriately with other researchers and participants. Reflecting back on my time as a researcher conducting my dissertation study, I believe I had carried myself well as a researcher and was professional at all times especially when studies were been carried out by others due to the experience previously obtained the year before from the experimental group research activity. 
Essay writing:
Throughout one’s time in university, essay writing has been the main type of assignment I have had to complete. After completing each essay, one has received feedback along with a grade on the work submitted. In educational frameworks feedback is more often than not looked at as providing both ‘educative’ and ‘evaluative’ objectives, according to Dochy and McDowell (1997). When it comes to evaluation, feedback presents students with a small report on his or her work. From an educational viewpoint, feedback promotes students’ progress and development of tasks (Hester, 2001). It has been noted by Hyland (2000) that students in higher education advocate feedback on assignment essays as being a significant factor in recognising their strengths and weaknesses, raising ambition as well as developing their grades for future assignments (Lizzo and Wilson, 2008). The feedback I have received from lecturers has had an impact on how one writes. During my time in first year I will admit I did not take much notice of the feedback, however, in second year I did and it has proven to improve the way I write. I understand the feedback I have been provided and know what needs to be done in order to improve future assignment submissions. Deliberate practice demands that students are to be provided with information on the results they had achieved on their work. Such feedback is considered as an effective learning tool (Metcalfe and Kornell, 2007).  In much of the feedback provided, there was also mention of the lack of structure in one’s work, however, I believe this has improved over the years but there is still some room for improvement and this is something I will work on for the upcoming final assignments. 
 It is expected for students in higher educational settings to prosper into efficient academic writers during their time at university (Ofte, 2014). When it comes to essay writing, critical thinking becomes important. It is considered important for each individual student as it instructs them to analyse arguments from all perspectives (Tavano, 2017). Recent research has confirmed that metacognitive skills, for instance, abstract reflection and critical thinking are significant to advance the higher order thinking skills needed and anticipated within higher education (Granville and Dison, 2005; Negretti, 2012). Critical writing and thinking has been a constant requirement throughout my time in university, especially when writing essays. Due to the level of critical thinking one has developed, I would feel confident going on to do a post graduate level course and further develop this skill to the best of my ability. I also believe that acquiring critical thinking skills has helped one to achieve the level that I am currently at. Critical thinking will be especially beneficial to one’s self when completing the final larger assignments (i.e. dissertation and independent project). Reflective and critical thinking have been considered as crucial aspects of education as they egotistically influence an extensive cluster of educational occurrences along with learning frameworks (Petkus, 2010).
A study indicated that it is achievable for students in higher education to develop their writing skills through the use of research (Bacha, 2002). When writing essays, I had found it particularly helpful to read research papers in order to develop the way in which one would write. I found the use of language used in research papers aided one’s self to adapt my own language in order to sound more academic in my writing, I am a lot more confident in submitting my assignments now than when I was in year one. Citing sources has been considered as an act that will improve academic writing by clearly forming a rational foundation and structure in a students’ essay which will therefore result in better writing (Craig, 2012). Throughout my time in university, I have learnt the importance of gaining a generous amount of information from empirical and relevant sources. It has provided one’s self with an insight of many different views, where and how researchers gain information presented in their articles or books. One had noticed with the more citations obtained the better the quality of work I had written. 
Student writing in higher education has been considered a problem in the past decade or so. As of 2001, there had been official public and pedagogic discussions with complaints on the inability of students to write in ways that higher educational institutions require (Lillis and Turner, 2001). Despite this claim, one believes that if assessment criteria were at hand to students then this may not be an issue today. One feels the ‘general assessment criteria’ provided to students at University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) provides students with a greater understanding of what is required from the institution and at each level of learning. One has found this useful when referring back to essays to make sure that one has covered all the necessary areas in order to write effectively, engage with literature and so forth. One believes that this also encourages self-assessment before submitting in work as I have on numerous of times, reading through work to make sure it is meeting assessment criteria. 
Student peer-assessment:
A large-scale analysis of literature with respect to peer-assessment over the past century carried out by Topping (1998) had unveiled a number of components which had varied throughout over 100 studies that had been reviewed. These components included the intentions of peer-assessment, whether it has been operated in a summative or formative manner, and the diversity in the work which was being assessed (Ashenafi, 2017). The benefits of academic peer-assessing have been well recognised and involve “good pedagogic principles of formative assessment and feedback” (Taras, 2006: p.365). Scholars such as Orsmond, Merry and Reiling (2000), and Rust, Price and O’Donovan (2003), have suggested that students in higher education should be given the opportunity to take part in a more active way in the assessment process, and use formative peer-assessment a way to “empower students as self-regulated learners” (Nicol and Macfalane-Dick, 2006: p.199). During my time in university there have been many circumstances where I have peer-assessed peers work, third year dissertation student’s work or past undergraduates. For example, during my second year in university, during a psychology module the lecturer gave out handouts of previous students work. The aim of this seminar activity was to see what was and was not expected of level 5 students in higher education. In pairs, myself and another ‘marked’ the papers and gave an overall mark of what we thought that paper would receive. I personally found this activity helpful as it allowed one to see what the lecture was expecting (essay writing wise) at that level. Peer-assessment has been argued to assist self-assessment (Black, Harrison and Lee, 2003). It had been suggested by Sadler (1989), exposing students to a number of examples of peer-work will help them see levels of quality (Reinholz, 2016).
Student engagement in assessment occasionally takes the form of peer-assessment. In this type of activity, students are required to engross with the standards and criteria, while administering them to compose judgements on their peers’ work (Falchikov and Goldfinch, 2000). When students in higher education peer-assess others’ real work, it will often be on those who are studying the same course or related (Topping, 1998). During the first two years of my course, I was required to complete to reflective logs as part of assessment. This included reflecting on one’s experience taking part in psychology dissertation studies, for third year undergraduates conducting research. It was a requirement to peer-assess the way researchers carried out their experiments, if instructions given to one’s self were clear, how the researcher carried themselves (in a professional manner or not) and whether or not they had followed the BPS code of conduct. This peer-assessing assignment was useful in the sense that I now obtained a clear idea of how one should behave, carry out a study, and make sure all materials used were clear to the participant. Reflecting back on my time conducting research in the labs I am confident that I had accomplished what I aimed to do. Peer assessment supplies students with the opportunity to reflect on their own knowledge, build on what they already know, develop interpretations, combine concepts, restore misconceptions along with possessing the ability to interpret and get across their understandings (Roscoe and Chi, 2007).
To conclude, it is clear why there has been an increase on students in higher education been asked to reflect and evaluate their time in university. I have myself, found this assignment to be beneficial as I have had the chance to really evaluate the progress one has made during my three years in university. Compared to first year to now, it can be seen in my assignments on how much one has improved academically. The use of group-work has aided myself to better communicate with others, and work in a team situation. The opportunity gained from taking part in a group based research activity really provided one’s self with the experience needed to effectively carry out one’s dissertation research study effectively and confidently. The feedback received has also been beneficial in my academic writing style, the language used in my essays have also developed over the three years which is shown in the grades obtained. Peer-assessing others’ work has also been handy, as this provided one’s self with an insight of what is expected at each level, and what one should expect when conducting a study of their own, for example, lab and researcher etiquette, clear use of materials and so forth. 
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