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Developing an 
E-Learning Platform:

A Reflective Practitioner Perspective

ABSTRACT

This chapter applies the principle of reflective practice - as the capacity to reflect on action - so as to 
engage in a process of continuous learning about the implementation of an e-learning platform at the 
Polytechnic Institute of Santarem, Portugal. The chapter begins with an introduction to the role of reflective 
practice, a discussion of fundamental e-learning principles and an overview of the e-learning platform’s 
information architecture. In addition, two methodological tools support the reflective thinking process 
and the extraction of recommendations: social network analysis and visualization of structured discussion 
forum activity, and an inductive thematic analysis of the postings to the platform’s unstructured fora.

INTRODUCTION

Using a reflective practice angle, this chapter 
describes the stages that led to the implementa-
tion on an e-learning platform at a Portuguese 
Higher Education Institution, notably the use of 
the e-learning platform to promote the develop-
ment of a community of practice, in the context 
of an MA in Education and Multimedia Com-
munication. Since the author was involved in the 
development of the e-learning platform described 
in this chapter, reflective practice is understood 
here as a process of learning through and from 
experience towards developing new insights of 

individual professional practice (Mezirow, 1981; 
Boyd & Fales, 1983; Jarvis, 1992).

The reflections contained in this chapter are 
presented from the perspective of the instructor 
as facilitator, which implies embracing pedagogi-
cal roles, but also the roles of the technologist, 
researcher and administrator (Gilbert and Dab-
bagh, 2004; Bawane & Spector, 2009). Two 
methodological tools have supported the analysis 
of data that sustains the reflections contained in 
the chapter: real-time social network analysis 
and visualization of structured discussion forum 
activity using the Social Networks Adapting 
Pedagogical Practice (SNAPP) tool (Dawson, 
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2009), and an inductive thematic analysis (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006) of the postings to the platform’s 
unstructured fora with a view to understand and 
categorize participants’ perceptions of motiva-
tions, activities, and community-orientation.

BACKGROUND

Reflective Practice

John Dewey was a pioneer in the development of 
theory about reflection, more specifically theory 
that focused on how to extract meaning from ex-
perience and subsequently apply it to educational 
practice. Dewey’s definition of reflective practice 
refers to a ‘conscious and voluntary effort to es-
tablish belief upon a firm basis of evidence and 
rationality’ (Dewey, 1933, p. 9), which includes 
action, extraction of meaning from experience 
and a personal desire for intellectual development 
(Rodgers, 2002). Indeed Dewey (1938) called 
for the amalgamation of human experience as a 
privileged means to understanding experience. 
This requires an integrative effort, a process of 
connecting experience.

Similar understandings of the role played by 
experience in the shaping of knowledge were 
later put forward by Lewin (1951) and his ‘cycle 
of action’. This model of learning described the 
process of knowledge as moving across a process 
of experience, reflection on experience, extracting 
meaning from experience and experimenting with 
new emerging concepts.

Different theoretical orientations concerning 
reflection have followed since Dewey’s original 
formulation. Mezirow (1997), for instance, em-
phasised the importance of achieving a deeper 
level of understanding through moving from a 
descriptive level to a fuller comprehension of the 
impact and significance of experiences and how 
they influence individuals’ behaviour and learning.

Further theoretical orientations include 
Schön’s (1983) reflection-in-action; Boyd & Fales’ 

(1983) reflective learning; Mezirow’s (1990) criti-
cal self-reflection; Fogarty’s (1994) metacognitive 
reflection; Loughran’s (2002) critical reflective 
practice; Fisher’s (2003) critical reflection.

Debates surrounding the concept are ongoing 
but there seems to agreement around the impor-
tance of deeply interrogating experienced as 
opposed to merely thinking about events. In this 
sense this chapter adheres to the definition offered 
by Eyler et al. (1996, p. 13), who define reflective 
practice as ‘a process specifically structured to 
help examine the frameworks we use to interpret 
experience: critical reflection pushes us to step 
outside of the old and familiar and to reframe our 
questions and our conclusions in innovative and 
more effective terms’.

The process of reflection entails an examination 
of the experience, an analysis of its significant 
and an honest appreciation of its implications for 
the future. Biggs (1999) describes this process 
as an example of abstract higher order learning 
that compels individuals to questioning existing 
assumptions, and challenging our prevailing 
frames of reference (Brookfield, 1995). This 
challenging of established frames of reference is 
what promotes and enables change, and critical 
reflection allows the transformation of meaning 
structure – admittedly not without friction and 
trepidation (Mezirow, 1997).

There is a vast body of literature illustrating the 
role of reflective practice in specific professional 
contexts such as medical education (e.g. Glynn 
et al., 2006; Lachman & Pawlina, 2006; Mann et 
al., 2009), nursing training (e.g. Hyde, 2009; Is-
sitt, 2003), and teacher training and professional 
development (e.g. Farrell, 2004; Flanagan, 2007; 
Generett & Hicks, 2004; Husu et al., 2008; Lyons, 
2010; Ottesen, 2007; Palmer, 2007; York-Barr et 
al., 2006; Yost et al., 2000), but fewer examples of 
reflection on e-learning development and imple-
mentation (e.g. Carroll, 2013; Cochrane, 2013).

In that sense, what this chapter aims to achieve 
is a depth of understanding and the ability to see 
beyond the e-learning instructors’ own presup-
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