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Case Study H: A Sense of Place…Making the Tacit Explicit in 
Work Placement 

 
Professional Identity Group & Context. 

The pilot group that I had chosen to work with was Work Placement Managers/Coordinators.  The 
professional development framework (PDF) is designed to assist all who teach and support teaching in 
higher education.  The framework’s flexible design enables both the capture and recognition of the 
work of staff who support students’ learning in higher education (HE) but who do not readily identify 
themselves as teachers. My own experience as an Academic Supervisor for students on placement had 
highlighted for me the pivotal role that Work Placement personnel perform and the pilot project was a 
perfect opportunity to shine a light on that often unseen and perhaps undervalued work.    I accessed 
the list of members of the Work Placement Task group, a sub grouping of the Association of Higher 
Education Careers Services ( AHECS) who represent the university and Institute of Technology sectors.  
I crafted individual emails to each member introducing myself and the Professional Development 
Framework and following a number of emails back and forth and follow up phone calls, 12 staff from 
across the country joined the pilot. The 12  twelve participants comprised  4 staff in UCC, 2 in UCG, I in 
UCD, 3 in DKIT, 1 in NUIM and  I WIT. 

The kickstarter workshop was held at the end of January 2017 but both distance and work 
commitments prevented the majority of the group attending. However, the proceedings were recorded 
on the day and that file plus all support materials were emailed to the participants.    

Approach taken by professional identity group to support the implementation of the PDF 

Given that only 4 of the participants were able to attend the kickstarter workshop, I arranged to meet 
the participants in their various work locations and over the following six weeks travelled to meet them 
as either small groups or on a one to one basis. What was interesting was while the participants were 
all working in different institutions, departments and disciplines, and the majority were delivering 
modules in workplace preparation, most had difficulty identifying as teachers. However, they all 
recognised the valuable role they played in bridging the often expansive gap between the students’  
acquisition of  theory and its application in the workplace. This role, they all revealed, demanded that 
they be  a teacher, a life coach and a counsellor rolled into one as they endeavoured to ensure that 
their students were ‘work ready’. 

Seldin (1991) observes ,"Portfolios can give teachers a purpose and framework for preserving and 
sharing their work, provide occasions for mentoring and collegial interactions, and stimulate teachers 
to reflect on their own work and the act of teaching" (p.136).  As a teacher with over thirty years HE 
experience, I had mentored staff compiling  portfolios of evidence  as they studied for a Masters in 
Teaching in Learning. However, although I had produced mini portfolios of evidence myself as part of 
postgraduate programmes I had completed, I have never attempted to capture my entire teaching 
experience in one place. Good practice in teaching would demand that before I began mentoring others  

Angela Short 
Dundalk Institute of Technology, Lecturer School of Business and Humanities and CELT tutor  
Pilot Group: Work Placement Manager/Coordinators. 
Email: angela.short@dkit.ie 
 



 

  

SUPPORTING THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS: EXPERT MENTOR PERPECTIVES 

Case Studies, Commentaries and Tools | https://tinyurl.com/pdportal 

 

 

 

as they compiled their portfolios using the PDF, that I should actually compile my own portfolio. I spent 
time doing this and was surprised at how the domains of the framework allowed me to both capture 
and add value to experience and activities that I had forgotten or dismissed in the past. The exercise 
proved to be enlightening, cathartic and overwhelmingly personal; the latter reinforcing for me the 
importance of the individual and unique nature of a person’s lived experience.  I had intended that 
perhaps I could share parts or all of my own portfolio as an exemplar for the participants, many of 
whom had difficulty wondering exactly where they should start. However, given their reticence to 
identify themselves as ‘teachers’ it seemed inappropriate and unhelpful to share my portfolio. 
Accordingly, I trawled HE institutions worldwide and found exemplars of the portfolios of Work 
Placement personnel that I thought might serve as useful starting points and for many these were 
indeed helpful. 

 However, it was clear early on that where a number of staff in the same location/institute were 
involved, that this quickly resulted in a mini community of practice forming, where members shared 
experiences and resources. This was the case with the group in UCC who despite working in disparate 
departments and disciplines with many working in part time capacities; their co-location facilitated the 
easy exchange of ideas and support. Working on their portfolios together, the UCC group formed 
alliances that stretched beyond the portfolio process into their critique and review of many of their 
processes and procedures for working. There was evidence of collaborative efforts that both enhanced 
and reduced the individual workloads for the participants. It appeared that our group meetings and 
their follow up conversations resulted in the sharing of ideas and practices that may have otherwise 
remained unsaid, tacit practices that may never have been shared.  This type of collaborative effort 
rooted in the community of practice ethos was something that was not available to those participants 
ploughing a lonelier furrow as individuals in their respective institutions. This for me emphasises the 
importance of achieving a critical mass of participants, ideally co-located all of whom are engaging in 
the process.  

Main needs of the group 

The participants had varying levels of experience both in and outside of HE. However, for all participants 
the main question revolved around the ‘what counts as evidence’ quandary. In many cases, my role as 
a mentor was to help them recognise where their various experiences might fit into the domains and 
in many cases, that experience could be included in a number of the domains. Often what was required 
was validation of their work- participants were concerned that they were ‘talking up’ their experience 
often more willing to highlight their short comings rather than their achievements. This involved, if the 
participants specifically asked, the reading of excerpts and drafts and giving feedback on same.  It was 
important however to emphasise that my role as a mentor was not to check their work but to assist 
them to candidly reflect on their past experience and identify their future professional development 
needs- that they could do so in the certainty that they did not have to share their innermost thoughts 
and feelings in any subsequent recognition process was crucial. 

Key enablers, challenges and suggestions for the future. 

When professional development portfolios work well, they have the potential to transform beliefs and 
practices. Teaching in all its forms is a complex activity replete with embodied experiential learning that 
disappears leaving no trace.  The purpose of the PDP is to make the tacit explicit allowing for these 
complex experiences to be shared.  This tacit teacher knowledge can often elude description but the 
teacher’s use of storytelling in a portfolio can serve to make visible these hidden practices thereby  
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allowing others to share in the accrued wisdom. The professional development portfolio is both a 
product and a process. The framework with its varying domains facilitates the capturing of individual 
experience through storytelling- a lack of experience in any domain is no barrier to engagement as 
participants can choose which domain to use as a starting point.  From a portfolio as a product 
perspective, the flexible design of the PDP is an enabler but the real impact of the PDP lies perhaps in 
the process of portfolio development. Where this process is shared with others in a community of 
practice, the impact can be said to have a multiplier effect and, to borrow a  cliché,  serve as the gift 
that keeps on giving. For that reason, encouraging participants in the PDP process to establish groups 
that act as communities of practice where hopes and fears can be shared is vital. These groups can 
facilitate peer mentoring amongst colleagues and peer tutoring between those with specific skills or 
longer or wider experience. It was clear that in the institutes where there was a sole participant that 
that individual could not access the same supports that accrue when a group of colleagues are working 
together. For that reason the PDP should ideally be conducted in a context that allows for the formation 
of communities of practice.   
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