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Abstract: Portfolios are used in diverse human activities: it is a common practice among painters,
cartoonists, designers, models, actors, and musicians, who select and organise sets of significant part
of their work to show their skills to potential clients or employers. In the nursing teaching context,
using the portfolio has a high impact, because, when properly used, it is considered an important tool
for updating and developing intrapersonal, social academic and professional competences. Falchikov
(2005, p.16) states that a consensual definition of portfolio was presented by Arter and Spandel who
have described it as a “purposeful collection of student work that tells the story of the student s efforts,
progress, or achievement in (a) given area(s)”. When underlying the importance of this tool in the
assessment, teaching and learning process, the same author adds the difficulty in describing a “typical”
portfolio due to its personal and flexible character. Nevertheless, this may be a proper form of assess-
ment and learning tool with a great importance in developing critical and meta-analysis skills, and
other specific and generic competences. Consequently, the concept of reflection and narrative writing
are closely related with the personal construction of the portfolio. Dewey has already considered re-
flection as an active process with the main objective of thinking on actions to promote several changes
(Sa-Chaves, 2007). In the context of Nursing Practicum, a reflective narrative made by the student
allows a “reflection-on-action” (Schén, 1983) and enables him/her to describe, confront and
(re)construct personal and shared knowledge, leading to a personal, academic and professional
awareness, development and transformation. Thus, with this paper we will present a successful
learning experience developed in a Nursing Practicum through the use of the strategies of reflective
portfolio and critical friendship. Therefore, we propose to present some conclusions that emerge from
the analysis of written reflective narratives contained in students’ portfolios made during a Nursing
Practicum. Simultaneously, we intend to reflect about the importance that the strategy of critical
friendship has in the knowledge appropriation, and its impact on the construction of students’ profes-
sional identity. Accordingly, we aim to: (i) characterise the speech used by undergraduate students in
the narratives they included in their portfolios, (ii) analyse students’ perspectives regarding the crit-
ical friendship strategy; and (iii) test the applicability of these pedagogical strategies in an undergradu-
ate course.
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1. Introduction

N ORDER TO meet diverse social needs and other challenges in health care, Nursing

Education has undergone through diverse transformations. Among other aspects, we

may observe the academic and social recognition and higher rates of students’ enrolment

in this Higher Education (HE) course. This social, scientific and academic development
may be considered the genesis of specialised vocational training, which requires new models
of learning and assessment skills to enable a full articulation of the different academic actors
(Franco, 2008).

The evaluation system of teaching and learning of nursing students appears to maintain
a continuity in the way the different subjects within this HE course are approached (Souza,
2005; Merino et al., 2006; Franco, 2008). Perhaps a possible explanation is related to the
existence of the same conceptions of society, teaching, learning and nursing, which have
been considered more or less “established”. However, several pedagogical guidelines point
out the need of the assessment system to have a systematic and continuous character (Berbel
et al., 2006; Capucha et al., 2006). Moreover, the assessment data must show evidences of
knowledge, acquired skills, abilities and attitudes developed throughout the course duration.
Consequently, different (and innovative) assessment instruments (reflective/learning portfo-
lios, reports, oral presentations, participant observation and others) must be used according
to the teaching and learning purposes, which must follow the “constructive alignment”
already developed and deeply presented by Biggs (2007). Hence, HE institutions must have
the responsibility of preparing their students by equipping them with flexible, reflective,
creative and innovative tools, enabling them to be successful at work and in society: ulti-
mately, in various spheres of life.

Taking into account this generic context and concerns, we consider that HE teachers must
be aware of the existence of diverse pedagogical strategies and/or tools, so they can enhance
academic success and students’ development, allowing them to be actively involved in their
own learning process. Thus, among other strategies we stress that the use of portfolio (made
of reflective and personal narratives) as well as critical friendship, when properly tailored
to a pedagogical context, may be extremely relevant to promote a richer learning process.
The value and pertinence of the use of portfolio has been very well explored internationally
(Davies & LeMabhieu, 2003; Buckley et al., 2009; Van Tartwijk & Driessen, 2009). Among
others, we may stress the following quotation:

“The use of portfolios and other non conventional writing assignments was process
driven and made reference to student centred principles of lifelong learning, active
learning and reflection.” (Falchikov & Thomson, 2008, p.52)

Consequently, this may lead us (as practitioners) to engage in a reflection about the most
suitable strategies that may be put into practice not only to contribute to strengthen students’
theoretical knowledge, but also to promote students’ self-reflection about the development
of their own individual learning process, and engagement with their own personal process
of knowledge (re)creation. In fact, we consider that the latter aspect (related to the intimate
relationship one student may develop with knowledge) has a truly connection with significant
and deep learning:
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“In one approach (a deep approach) students aim to understand ideas and seek meanings.
They have an intrinsic interest in the task and an expectation of enjoyment in carrying
it out. They adopt strategies that help satisfy their curiosity, such as making the task
coherent with their own experience; relating and distinguishing evidence and argument;
(...) integrating the task with existing awareness; (...) theorizing about it (...).”
(Prosser & Trigwell, 1999, p.3)

In fact, all those aspects will be observed with more or less intensity in the results we will
present further on. This will demonstrate the value of HE teachers engaging in “new”, innov-
ative and different approaches in the learning, teaching and assessment process.

Also, a process that may be characterised by all those features will lead to an individual,
personal, cognitive and epistemological reconstruction or transformation of the person. As
we can recognise:

“Learning by its nature implies some degree of change and transformation.” (Sutherland
& Crowther, 2008, p.6).

Accordingly, teachers must create challenging pedagogical experiences and environments
that stimulate that kind of learning and promote students’ involvement in the entire process.
However, this assumption means that HE teachers must be also ready to “change” and to be
involved and deeply engaged in the teaching activity: “Good teaching encourages high
quality student learning.” (Ramsden, 1992, p.86).

Due to the findings we will present, we strongly believe that reflective portfolios and
critical friendship contribute to the enhancement of the process of teaching and learning, in
this case of Nursing Practicum. Enabling a dialogic attitude of sharing and confrontation,
those strategies are enriching and may be considered an important factor to stimulate students’
engagement both in social and personal process: the teaching and learning process. Con-
sequently, we may recognise that those strategies will benefit (i) the student himself (in a
intrapersonal and meta-cognitive perspective), (ii) the student and the (caring) critical friend
(in a interpersonal, social and cognitive perspective), (iii) the student and the practice (in a
professional and reflective perspective), (iv) the student and the hospital staff (again, in a
social and professional perspective), and (v) the student and the theoretical knowledge (in
a cognitive and meta-reflective perspective, where the appropriation of knowledge can be a
hard process, which benefits from the conjunction of those previous aspects).

Therefore, with this paper we aim to highlight the pertinence of putting in practice these
pedagogical and assessment practices (reflective portfolio and critical friendship), and to
present the pedagogical experience that was developed in a small class of Nursing Practicum,
constituted by 5 undergraduate students. To demonstrate the success of these strategies, we
intend to: (i) characterise the speech used by students in the narratives that constitute their
personal reflective portfolios; (ii) reflect about the applicability of the strategy of critical
friendship in the context of undergraduate training by analysing the individual students’
perspective regarding the use of this methodology of horizontal assessment; and (iii) analyse
the process of each student development.
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2. Reflective Portfolio and Critical Friendship: Enriching the Process
of Learning and Knowledge (re)Construction

In the context of nursing teaching, the portfolio is considered to be an important tool for
personal, academic and professional development (Apdstolo, 2001; Davies & LeMabhieu,
2003; Buckley et al., 2009; Van Tartwijk & Driessen, 2009), since it is seen as a strategy of
continuous knowledge (re)construction and personal development (Sa-Chaves, 2005).
Therefore, we recognise and emphasise the importance of the use and construction of the
portfolio by the student, future heath professional, who is intended to be reflective,
autonomous, critical and engaged, among other already mentioned characteristics (Prosser
& Trigwell, 1999).

In fact, according to Schon (1990), the portfolio is even more important since it shows
evidences of the continuous construction and path made by the (undergraduate) student: it
allows the comparison and analysis of different moments, and facilitates the production of
inferences (that can be crossed with diverse information sources) and the observation of the
process of knowledge (re)construction, in accordance with the principle of totality emphasised
by the Epistemology. Consequently, the teacher must present an attitude and concern for the
human and holistic development of the student by adopting a critical and reflective perspective
(Sa-Chaves, 2007).

In fact, some authors highlight that the portfolio generates a reflective logic, involving
several perspectives:

(i) Descriptive — description of the epistemic relevant episodes, which may constitute
key moments in the process of (re)building students’ knowledge;

(i1) Argumentative/ critical - reflection about the facts narrated in the episodes, helping
to identify causes, consequences and meanings about the role of contexts in determining
the facts;

(iii) Meta-critical and meta-praxis - reflection of the student about himself/herself,
questioning his/her roles, functions, performances and conceptions. The student becomes
at the same time the reflective subject and also the object of the self-reflection (meta-
cognitive dimension).

Hence, the construction of the reflective portfolio is based on the paradigm of the ecological
and critical-reflective rationality (Sa-Chaves, 2007), which takes into consideration a new
philosophy (training strategy) based on principles such as: (i) intrapersonality and self-reflec-
tion; (ii) self-involvement; (iii) the multiplier effect of diversity (truly potentiated by using
the strategy of critical friendship); (iv) the awareness of the incompleteness of human beings;
(v) the continuity of training (in a logic of lifelong learning); and (vi) the awareness of
transformability as human beings we all are in our multiple roles (such as students and
teachers).

Thus, portfolios, constituted by personal, sequential and contextualised narratives along
a timeframe, stimulate the levels of reflection and awareness, and potentiate the enhancement
of diversification and deepness of students’ perspectives. In fact, portfolios may be considered
a strategy that not only contributes to the intrapersonal organisation of knowledge but also
facilitates the comprehension of the processes involved in the knowledge construction (Sa-
Chaves, 2007). Simultaneously, through this strategy, allied with the critical friendship, it
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can be recognisable either the nature or the importance of interpersonal relationships which
are developed in the learning process.

In fact, the use of portfolios as a pedagogical strategy has already been explored, since
there is a need to deepen our understanding about the teaching and learning relationship and
process so that we may not only understand its holistic nature but also achieve a higher
quality level (Sa-Chaves, 2007). Consequently, we can conclude that this strategy can be
used at any level of education, due to its flexibility: it may be explored in any context and
aiming a great variety of objectives. Nevertheless, as stated by Kirk (1997):

“Introducing the portfolio process is not easy; it requires considerable planning, organ-
ization, and perhaps a change in teaching styles. The teacher must be patient as students
experience a new learning and assessment process. The results, however, are well worth
the effort. Students are more actively involved in learning and self-assessment with
tasks that are more "authentic" to them, which often results in higher levels of student
interest and motivation (Mitchell, 1992)”.

The strategy of critical friendship has been extensively used at teachers’ training and devel-
opment in different teaching levels (Francis, 1995; Golby & Appleby, 1995; Andreu et al.,
2003). Nevertheless, we consider that critical friendship features allow this strategy to be
adapted to other learning contexts. In fact, it is broadly understood and characterised as being
a form of assisted development in the research and learning process as well as a possible
key to individual development. Consequently, the dialogue, the emphasis on learning and a
concern about the conditions of learning are specific characteristics. Additionally, Sa-Chaves
(2005) underlines that this strategy may be powerful in the teaching and learning process at
HE institutions, due to the enriching inter-connections and tensions that happen within each
pair of critical friends. If, on the one hand, friends bring a high level of unconditional positive
support and strength, on the other hand those who criticise may give negative perspectives
and may have an intolerant vision when mistakes are done. However, when being critical
friends, it is intended to develop and bring both supportive and critical perspectives into the
relationship, which is supposed to be of intra- and inter-development and enrichment. Fol-
lowing this idea, we may quote Costa and Kallick (1993):

“A critical friend (...) is a trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data
to be examined through another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend.
(...) The friend is an advocate for the success of that work.” (p.50)

The same previous authors use the metaphor of “changing the lens” to emphasise the idea
that all learners need to go beyond their individual points of view: on the contrary, the learners
need to be open to and discover other perspectives. Thus, this strategy is commonly under-
stood as a “powerful learning experience” which “transforms views”, by allowing the stim-
ulation, clarification and extension of personal framework of beliefs, values and needs
(Francis, 1995, p.234). As a consequence, each member of the pair of critical friends feels
accountable both for their own (personal) growth and “that of their peers” (Francis, 1995,
p.234).

Moreover, this strategy allows the development of relationships with others, encouraging
the reflective practice and rethinking the process of research and learning. It is, then, based
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on the logic of collaborative learning rather than solitary pathways, promoting enriching
moments to share different experiential contexts and perspectives. Consequently, an envir-
onment of profound feedback and reflection is stimulated. In this case, the teacher acts as a
supervisor, who must initiate the process by defining and clarifying the roles of each person
as well as setting the deadlines.

3. Study Design: Brief Description and Methodology

This is a case study with descriptive and qualitative nature (Yin, 1994), which was based on
a document analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006). As stated by Yin, it will be analysed “a
contemporary event that cannot be manipulated” (Yin, 1994, p.8) and the research questions
are centred on the “how” and “what” of a contemporary reality (Yin, 1994, p.9):

(1) What are the characteristics of the students’ reflective and personal narratives?

(i1) What are students’ perspectives about the use of the strategy of critical friendship?
(iii) How can we measure or be sure about the success of the use of these strategies in
an undergraduate course?

To answer those questions, we have analysed reflective portfolios, constituted by personal
narratives and by the comments of critical friends of each participant. The sample involved
in this study is composed by five nursing students of de 4t year of the Nursing undergraduate
course. These were all students enrolled in a class of a Nursing Practicum in a Health Insti-
tution of Coimbra (Portugal) between December of 2008 and February of 2009. Over a
period of eight weeks, it was proposed to the group of students to build their reflective
portfolios, also introducing a methodology of assisted learning (critical friendship) in the
preparation, analysis and self-analysis of their weekly reflections and final meta-reflection.
This learning and assessment proposal was accepted by all students.

Since the beginning, it was told to the students that they needed to narrate their personal and
cognitive experiences. The critical friend would be a way of introducing the vision of the
other. Therefore, this would be a process of accessing the context in which the learning
process occurred, in a particular time and place, always accepting the logic of development
and personal transformation. Consequently, this was a way of allowing, in the context of the
Nursing Practicum, each student to reflect “in-action” and “on-action” (Schon, 1990), thus
describing, confronting and (re)constructing knowledge.

Therefore, each student needed to write at least one reflection/personal narrative per week
regarding his/her experiences in the Nursing Practicum. At the same time, each student
analysed and commented, in a logic of the above mentioned strategy of critical friendship,
at least one of the weekly reflections of one colleague. It is important to highlight that the
critical friend of each student was chosen among themselves in the beginning of the Nursing
Practicum, and stayed the same until the end of that period as well. Finally, by the end of
the Nursing Practicum, each student also needed to write a meta-reflection which would also
be commented by the critical friend. All this self-reflective work and the analysis of the
critical friend comments would be analysed by the teacher-supervisor and would constitute
the assessment method of this Nursing Practicum.

Thus, this study is based on a close reading and content analysis of thirty-five narratives
weekly commented by the critical friend, and also five meta-reflections. Throughout the
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analysis of those documents there was a need to continuously review the emerging categories,
adjusting them to the context and learning paths. It was, then, possible for the authors not
only to describe the data gathered through those students’ portfolios, but also interpret the
categories and establishing connections among the written material (Bardin, 1995). As a
result, it was possible to analyse and understand the dynamic relationship between (i) the
conditions of discourse production (Vala, 1999); (ii) the students’ involvement in a critical
friendship dialogue; and (iii) each student’s involvement with his/her own process of
knowledge (re)creation and learning.

4. Data Analysis and Discussion: The Complex Nature of Students’
Learning and Personal Narratives’ Writing

4.1. Initial Remarks

Firstly, we must underline that all personal narratives revealed common aspects not only
regarding theoretical, technical and practical issues, but also in terms of concerns, expecta-
tions, desire of being better human beings and good health professionals. In fact, the students
considered all those concerns essential to be explored in their portfolios, because they felt
this formative experience acquired a high relevance for their future professional practice,
which should be engaging, enriching and holistic. Since the beginning, the students believed
that they would benefit from that form of assessment by constructing their own portfolio
and also contributing to the growth and development of the colleague through the critical
friendship strategy.

Moreover, we can not forget that portfolios come from a writing process — an important
meta-cognitive process which can influence a student’s awareness regarding his/her own
learning. Consequently, in this writing and progressive process, we (as readers and teachers)
have been in contact with the verbalisation of theoretical, technical, practical, personal and
reflective aspects that had their particular contribution (and at different levels) to a transform-
ative process through knowledge appropriation and (re)creation. Therefore, we simultaneously
observed (i) a strand of theoretical systematisation of the readings, which was essential to
develop a particular chosen subject and to transform their own knowledge about a theme,
and (ii) a focus on questioning, critical reflection and personal growth through that process.
This latter aspect may be more related to the need of a moment to "stop and think", as students
often referred. It was, therefore, a moment of intimacy when each student had the opportunity
to be in contact with his/her own personal knowledge. Consequently, we observed the im-
portance that students gave to the recognition of themselves in the study, in the practice and
in that particular job, as well as the importance in sharing and helping the colleague in the
process of learning and development through the strategy of critical friendship.

These considerations lead us to emphasise that there was a recognition of theoretical and
technical, practical, personal and reflective aspects, and also a choice more or less conscious
about (i) what they said/ wrote, (ii) what they wanted to say/write, and (iii) how they wanted
to say/ write/ share their ideas. Therefore, we may conclude that everything they had shared
in their portfolios was the result of emotional thinking, but also of rational and cognitive
decisions, since students knew that the product they had created would be assessed by the
teacher-supervisor and read by one colleague — it was, simultaneously, a private and public
task.
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We conclude these initial remarks by stressing that, even though we set up some perspect-
ives through which the narratives would be analysed, we must not forget that the discourse
and its “texture” was deeply intricated and complex: we had found diverse inter-related aspects
of semantic nature. Indeed, this is the reflection of the complexity of human beings as well
as the teaching and learning process, and personal appropriation of knowledge.

4.2. Main Semantic Dimensions that Emerged from Personal Narratives

Throughout the portfolios’ analysis we can observe that it is, indeed, a powerful tool for re-
flection and knowledge (re)construction, as we have already mentioned previously. When
analysing students’ speech (by doing a content analysis), the following dimensions emerged:
(1) intrapersonal dimension, (ii) interpersonal dimension, and (iii) academic and professional
dimension. As referred above, they are closely linked and in constant interaction. Therefore,
we will try to approach each dimension isolatedly, even though it is difficult to establish the
semantic borders, since the dimensions are deeply interrelated with each other. As we will
present the main conclusions of the content analysis regarding each dimension/main category,
we will present as well some snapshots of students’ writing

4.2.1. Intrapersonal Dimension

Regarding the intrapersonal perspective, the data pointed out “the awakening of curiosity
and the need to do research” (St4) to build “the personal path” (St4) throughout the various
Curricular Units of the Nursing Curriculum. Indeed, it was shown that the questioning process
allowed “the reflective, as well as the growing and learning process and the motivation to
continue” (St4). However, there was also evidence of some “anxiety” (Stl) along the path,
because of (i) the “discomfort of being alone” [in the process of growing, learning and being
face-to-face with knowledge] (St1) and also (ii) their own “expectations” (St5) in achieving,
by the end of the process, “a set of technical skills” (St1). However, students recognised that
for a successful teaching and learning process “the preparation of such reflective documents,
as well daily reflection are essential” (St3) for their personal and professional development.
In fact, we had observed deep personal involvement of all students in building their own
personal reflective journey, even though we may find that intrapersonal engagement with
knowledge and critical spheres may be considered as belonging to different levels. This aspect
emphasises that each student reflective journey was diverse from one another, due to the
individual and complex nature of the learning process.

4.2.2. Interpersonal Dimension

All students have emphasised in their personal narratives that the sharing and supportive
environment in which the knowledge (re)construction was contextualised was very important
for their learning process, where the “other” (the critical friend, the teacher, the health team)
played an essential role. For us, teachers, we understand that this environment was very
important for the development of their personal and professional identity.

The students considered that “it was essential the availability of the health team” (St2),
the indispensable “guidance of the teacher advisor” (St4), and the moments of “analysis
within the group” (St4) to answer common concerns. In fact, despite the “singular reality”
and context (St1, St4), there were many situations they felt as “really important to be reflected”
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(St4). Among some of these situations we can highlight the individual protective measures,
the security, the human condition, the human fundamental rights, the continuity and the
complexity of health care. At the same time, in this dimension it was evident students’ con-
cerns about “the passage of the status of the person under care” (St4), “the involvement of
the patients in their recovery process” (St3), the “emotional component” (St5) and the social
and family support throughout the lifetime of a person (St2).

Consequently, we may conclude that students’ interpersonal perspective was established
between the following dyads: (i) student - student (where the strategy of critical friendship
acquired great centrality); (ii) student - health team; (iii) student - teacher mentor/supervisor;
(iv) student - patient; and (v) student — patient family. It was, therefore, very interesting to
analyse the perspectives each student expressed and simultaneously intersected: an important
dialogue and interconnection of each dimension (intra and interpersonal, and academic and
professional) may be established, emphasising the richness of the students’ discourse.

4.2.3. Academic and Professional Dimension

According to the latter comment, it is interesting to underline the importance that the aca-
demic-professional dimension had in the construction of each student portfolio: there was,
in fact, a predominance of reflections about practice and professional issues. Since the be-
ginning, there was a reference to a “balance of experiences” (St4) lived by each student
personal point of view. This showed the need of (i) justifying the subject that each student
approached in the weekly reflection, and (ii) reviewing previous aspects, establishing a co-
herent epistemological consistency in their personal narratives. In fact, when analysing their
narratives, we had detected the existence of reflections about the conceptual development
of different themes by “observing differences and gaps” between theory and practice (St2).
We had also identified a critical consciousness shown by students who verbalised “some
aspects that are not congruent in clinical practice” (St2). Consequently, this stimulated them
to question themselves and the colleagues trying (i) to find answers in scientific evidence,
(i1) to critically and constructively reflect on their actions, and (iii) to improve their practice
by aiming excellence.

Therefore, we recognise that their narratives were mostly focused on issues related to
practice based on scientific evidence, since they felt a great necessity and awareness of doing
research, and promoting discussions regarding performance criteria, indicators, standards
and guidelines that could identify good practice. In fact, students’ reflections consciously
revealed the need of changing some practices and enhancing the quality of health care. Ac-
cordingly, we had observed that students gave a great importance to the Code of Ethics, and
to the involvement and responsibility of each health professional in fulfilling their duties.

Thus, this group of students had demonstrated a strong concern with the working methods
adopted, and the risk of their work. Simultaneously, they had highlighted the importance of
permanently enriching their intra and interpersonal path. Also, these students had mentioned
other concerns: (i) the uncertainties about their professional future, and (ii) the desire of
continuing this reflective process, since “it highlights them how reality is” (St2, St4).

Finally, it is important to highlight that the discovery process (Sa-Chaves, 2007), which
the students had experienced and clearly demonstrated through their words, may be observed
in those three dimensions: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and academic and professional. This
fact is even more essential to be stressed, due to the role that the “other” (health team, critical
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friend, patients, teacher-supervisor) had in the personal learning process: the student is in
the path of continuously becoming more mature. This is, in fact, a consequence of his/her
exposition to others and openness to a personal critical practice and process.

4.3. Students’ Perspective about the Strategy of Critical Friendship

After doing a content analysis, we may identify three emergent dimensions regarding this
aspect: (i) general considerations about this strategy, (ii) some disadvantages in its use, and
(iii) its advantages. Again, some snapshots from students’ personal words will be presented
so we better highlight the main conclusions.

4.3.1. General Considerations

Surprisingly, students were very honest and mentioned the following:

(1) This was seen as “an opportunity to reflect about different practices [teaching and
learning] in a way I was not used to” (St5);
(i1) “Due to the novelty of this strategy, firstly I was a little bit concerned” (St3).

Therefore, generically, this strategy was considered a “challenge that became extremely
healthy” (St3). Simultaneously, this experience was understood as “a kind of debate around
a hot topic [teaching, learning, assessment, reflection, knowledge construction]” (St3), where
the great “expectation” of growing and learning was seen as a “very stimulating factor”
(St3). This was, in essence, considered a “shared experience” (St3).

4.3.2. Disadvantages

Apart from those general considerations, this process was not regarded as particularly easy.
Some disadvantages were felt by the students, such as:

(1) “A great workload that sometimes becomes difficult to manage” (St5);
(i1) The emergence “of some criticism that may eventually generate some discussions
between the colleagues... even when it is a constructive criticism” (St5).

4.3.3. Advantages

Nevertheless, students believed that the advantages were extremely positive. On the one
hand, students considered that the use of this strategy increased “the level of knowledge by
the emergence of a constant need to conduct research” on several topics (St2, St3). One the
other hand, students pointed out that “it (re)values the knowledge already acquired” (St3,
St4), it “fosters the individual sensitivity” (St3) and it “promotes critical thinking” (St2, St3,
St5).

To conclude, it was admitted that the strategy was an “advantage to the learning process,
requiring the search for information about the topics” (St2) that raised questions or curiosity.
Therefore, it was considered that “the workload compensates” (E2), mainly because it was
an ongoing process of construction of personal, social, academic and professional identity.
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4.4. The Construction of the Individual Learning Journey: An Overview

After having examined the common aspects that had emerged from the discourse of the
personal narratives, we believe that it is extremely interesting to briefly analyse the construc-
tion of the individual reflective and personal journey. Therefore, we will take into account
each individual student so we can also better understand how each of them perceived the
entire strategy and, above all, his/her personal development and relationship with knowledge.
Again, we will capture some snapshots of students’ words, which stress the conclusions we
will present.

Firstly, student 1 (St1) showed an evolution in the choice of the themes he selected every
week: this student started with more "external" themes and then continued to the discussion
of more "internal" and ethic subjects. Although this student had usually justified his choices,
he had revealed a growing sensitivity in the way he verbalised the relationship between
theory and practice. Simultaneously, he started to progressively be involved in a more per-
sonal, critical and questioning perspective. There was, therefore, a clear desire of engaging
in a personal and professional growing. The following statement, chosen from his meta-re-
flection (the final narrative), can demonstrate those conclusions:

“The preparation of this document also enabled this critical development in a constructive
and responsible way: I tried to transmit some of the most significant aspects of my
learning and to reflect about my behaviours, feelings, and technical procedures as a
nursing student. So I tried to contribute to the development and improvement of new
personal and professional competences.” (Stl)

On the other hand, student 2 (St2) had expressed more maturity since his first personal nar-
rative. He had always justified his motivations for choosing the weekly theme, although his
reflections were greatly focused on a more theoretical perspective. However, since the first
narrative, this student had demonstrated a personal touch referring to the personal driver in
approaching the chosen issue. He had always manifested both personal and professional
points of view. In addition, we can observe, throughout his speech, an evolution in his crit-
ical position, personal observations and questioning. In fact, St2 had the opportunity to de-
velop his self-critical perspective, becoming more accurate every week. Therefore, allied to
theoretical issues strongly discussed and supported, he highlighted a personal positioning.
Once again, we stress a quotation we may find in his meta-reflection that proves those con-
siderations:

“(...) I hope to continue to learn in order to increase my knowledge even more. And I
hope this can be reflected on the provision of care to patients and on my own way of
being, as a person.” (St2)

Student 3 (St3) also revealed a growing maturity. This student used to choose controversial
topics that were pertinent to his practice and to himself, as a person: the themes were simul-
taneously based on technical aspects of the nursing practice and on human aspects, enabling
deep discussions regarding the human identity. This showed, thus, a profound capacity for
reflection and criticism, where a questioning perspective was always used, and a careful and
attentive combination of theory and practice was developed. Consequently, we could see
that this student clearly revealed a desire of changing practices and attitudes, trying to achieve
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a greater quality in his daily practice. In fact, this professional awareness demonstrated a
perspective based on the need of constant personal reflection about the work previously done
by each member of the team, in order to always improve the quality of care and services.
This student also shared that the whole experience (both of writing personal narratives for
a reflective portfolio, and the critical friendship strategy) was extremely valuable, of great
enrichment and insight for him as a person and professional. Once more, we highlight an
excerpt we may find in his meta-reflection:

“Critical thinking is an essential feature in a nursing student. It is necessary to assume
that there are flaws and mistakes, but also that many things are done in a correct way.
Therefore, it is important to understand our characteristics as human beings and profes-
sionals, and always do more and better.” (St3)

Regarding the path of the student 4 (St4), we may point out that he had a similar path to St1,
mainly in what concerned the evolution demonstrated in the choice of the themes: this student
started with the discussion of technical topics and evolved to ethical and deontological ones.
Simultaneously, there was a profound (qualitative) evolution in approaching the chosen
subjects: we had observed a continuously deeper positioning, as well as critical and personal
questioning, revealing a greater cognitive appropriation of various issues and practices. This
student mentioned that he felt enriched by having the opportunity of developing a portfolio
and practicing the strategy of critical friendship. Therefore, he considered he had developed
his critical thinking, especially in what regards his own path and development. We also point
out an extract from his meta-reflection:

“A great advantage of this methodology is the possibility of thinking about our doubts,
also knowing how to solve them in a short period of time. (...) Reaching this stage, and
being closer to the end of the course, I will be face-to-face with professional responsib-
ilities and obligations of diverse dimensions. Consequently, I think that, at this stage
of my undergraduate course, it is essential to develop these essential skills: critical
thinking and the ability to analyse and reflect about what surrounds me. In fact, these
are, indeed, essential skills of a professional nurse throughout his life time.” (St4)

To conclude, student 5 (St5) showed a discourse and a perspective too much focused on
technical aspects, even though trying to combine theory and practice. However, his concerns
were more centred on a literature review regarding a topic which had raised some particular
interest to him. When approaching different issues, however, this student did not seem to
show many intra and interpersonal concerns. Also, we felt an absence of a critical and
questioning perspective. In fact, although this student had demonstrated some critical evol-
ution, this was weaker compared with his colleagues’ path. This may be justified by the
personal perspective and engagement in approaching the potential use of the portfolio con-
struction and the critical friendship strategy. We believe that these processes will only be
truly potentiated when each person is not afraid of being involved in the “essence” of those
strategies. Only then, the person will be deeply engaged in the process and will be really
developing critical, flexible and cross-cutting skills.

462



RUI GONCALVES, ANA VITORIA BAPTISTA, CATARINA LOBAO, ANTONIO MELO

4.5. Limitations and Implications of the Study

Before concluding this data analysis and discussion, we may highlight that this analysis (and
above all, the opportunity given to students for them to construct their portfolios) shows that
each student had his/her own perspective and attitude towards life, themselves, others and
their profession. Also, their personal reflective narratives and discourses demonstrated to
be powerful vehicles to understand a particular reality regarding a (public) piece of the
knowledge (re)construction.

Even though we have presented a pedagogical experience which is new at the Portuguese
Health Institution in which we have supported this study (since no other teacher has ever
used this teaching, learning and assessment strategy at a Nursing Practicum), we are aware
that the small number of students involved in this study do not allow us to generalise the
conclusions we have presented along this paper. Nevertheless, we may consider that these
strategies (the portfolio construction and the critical friendship) are extremely important to
be developed in an undergraduate course, due to the potentialities they have, as already
demonstrated by several international studies pointed out in the literature review (topic 2 of
this paper) whose conclusions may be considered closely related to the discussion here pro-
moted. More specifically, being an assessment task, the construction of a reflective portfolio
and development of critical friendship may be seen as positive ways of observing the
knowledge (re)construction through different lenses and perspectives, as well as the devel-
opment of specific and general competences and skills.

Finally, we must emphasise that this study may be very important within the context of
the specific Portuguese Health Institution, since the success of those strategies may stimulate
other members of staff to start being engaged with (i) the promotion of other “innovative”
teaching, learning and assessment strategies in their classes, (ii) the discussion of those
pedagogical strategies with their colleagues, and (iii) the dissemination of their pedagogical
experiences, by reflecting on positive and negative aspects, always with the purpose of en-
hancing the quality of the teaching and learning process. Also, this study may be considered
another successful example in what concerns the development of these pedagogical strategies
(portfolio and critical friendship) within the context of Higher Education in general, and the
Nursing undergraduate course in particular.

5. Final Remarks about this Pedagogical Experience

In a world characterised by constant changes, even in knowledge (Barnett, 1994), we believe
that the use of reflective portfolios and the critical friendship strategy will help students to
develop critical skills that are not possible to be enhanced when the teaching and learning
strategy chosen by the teacher is only based on passive academic practices. In fact, critical,
reflective and questioning capacity, epistemologically rooted, need to be stimulated in
proper pedagogical environments, and HE teachers need to promote and open themselves
(and also the students) to unpredictability and consciousness regarding the intra and interper-
sonal mechanisms of knowledge (re)construction. In this sense, assessment in particular, as
well as the diversity of teaching and learning strategies, must be directed to promote the
“learner empowerment” and must be understood as a tool to stimulate “lifelong learning”
(Davies & LeMabhieu, 2003; Falchikov & Thomson, 2008). In fact: “Education is about the
future.” (Bowden & Marton, 1998, p.11).
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Thus, the pedagogical process designed by the teacher must take into account the devel-
opment of generic competences which, allied with specific ones, will be extremely important
for the student to enhance his/her professional and also lifelong learning competences

“Human beings are (...) both being and becoming, and these are inextricably inter-
twined, since growth and development in the one affects the growth and development
of the other. Learning is, therefore, existential and experiential.” (Jarvis, 2007, p.2)

Accordingly, we consider that the strategy of critical friendship as horizontal assessment
methodology in the process of supervision in a context of Nursing Practicum has great ad-
vantages and it is perfectly possible to be used. It allows the teacher/supervisor/reader to
better understand the individual experience of each student and the intimate process of con-
structing his/her personal and professional identity in a social environment. It enhances,
therefore, the process of intra and interpersonal growth. Nevertheless, we understand that it
is very important to actively be engaged in such assessment and learning methodologies so
each person can benefit from the richness of deep learning.

Taking into account the results previously presented and all the discussion throughout
this paper, we may conclude that the use of portfolios and critical friendship may be
powerful strategies to stimulate students to be involved in the entire and holistic process of
learning. As previously referred:

“This view of learning addresses the cognitive, metacognitive, and social-emotional
aspects of thinking. If teachers direct their teaching at these aspects of the learning
process, they are more likely to help their students use effective learning processes and
strategies.” (Chalmers & Fuller, 1996, p.19)

This quotation, as others we could choose, emphasises both teacher and student roles, partic-
ularly at a HE level, extremely demanding and challenging which asks for and requires a
great implication in the learning process from different perspectives. But, from the dyad
student-teacher perspective we can not forget to mention their important responsibilities:

“(...) university teachers should address four aspects in order to encourage students to
adopt a deep approach: intrinsic motivation, active involvement in learning, interaction
with others, and development of a well-structured knowledge base.” (Chalmers & Fuller,
1996, p.32-33)

This is, therefore, what we consider it was involved in the successful experience that we
have presented in the paper. Nevertheless, our personal and professional questioning must
continue to be enhanced by engaging in the development of other pedagogical experiences,
hoping this will have a positive impact on students’ holistic growth.
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