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Abstract 
 

As in many other UK institutions, the implementation of Personal Development Planning 

(PDP) has been varied across the University of Central Lancashire (UCLan). This is 

due to a number of factors, including a limited understanding by staff of the underlying 

principles of reflection and their own personal development as practitioners. In the past, 

workshops with staff on PDP were often met with resistance and poor attendance. As 

an alternative, we have sought student perceptions of PDP, in the hope that these could 

be used to engage and influence members of staff. Year one students from ten different 

courses were given a session on PDP at the end of which they produced posters 

representing their perceptions of PDP for their course. The terms in these posters were 

coded and placed in appropriate categories then ranked to allow for comparisons 

between groups. Individual priorities for immediate action were captured on post-it 

notes. A year later the same students were surveyed once again and individual 

perceptions were captured by a questionnaire. Groups were shown their original poster 

and asked to create a new poster in the light of a year's experience.  

 

First years’ posters had elements of theoretical frameworks for PDP, with about half 

showing an idea of progressive development over time; posters from second years 

were less theoretical and instead reflected real-life experiences, with fewer terms but 

more extensive wording, and less focus on stages of development and forward 

planning. Second year students also showed evidence of engaging in PDP at an 

individual level with many reporting achievements in aspects such as time management 

which they had mentioned in year one. We conclude that students are able to recognise
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their development needs, and their achievements, but that the planning element of PDP 

is less well recognised. 

 

Keywords: PDP; student perceptions; posters; reflection; personal development; 

situated learning. 

 

 

PDP in context – engaging staff 
 

Although the current agenda around PDP dates back to the Dearing report of 1997 

(Dearing, 1997) a historical glance indicates that in some ways we have come full 

circle. Writing in the 19th century, Newman noted that ‘UK higher education has placed 

considerable emphasis on the personal development of its students’ (Brennan and 

Shah, 2003). Today the role of many universities has broadened from a singular focus 

on research and teaching to also include widening access and enhancing employability 

(Bloxham et al., 2007). So Newman’s concept of personal development has become 

important again, not least as one way of increasing retention of ‘non-traditional 

students’ (Warren, 2003, cited in Bloxham et al., 2007).  

 

However, despite external drivers to have PDP implemented across all universities by 

2006 (Clegg and Bradley, 2006), implementation has been varied. One of the barriers 

has been staff’s own approach to their own continuing personal and professional 

development (CPPD) because, according to Stefani (2005, p.4), ‘academic staff do not 

see the ‘reward’ for engaging in CPD’. If staff have problems engaging in reflective 

practices this reduces the perceived rewards of helping students engage in PDP 

(Stefani, 2005). As a result, staff do not intuitively embrace the concept of PDP. It can 

also be seen as an additional activity, creating extra work (Moir et al., 2006), and /or 

which takes up teaching time. The fact that PDP could be perceived as the result of 

external influences is well described by Moir et al. (2006, p.1): 

 

The danger with such prescriptive approaches is that PDP may come to be seen 

as an imposition rather than something integral to the higher education 

experience. 
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It is possible that these negative views and feelings are communicated to students 

which would inevitably reduce the likelihood of their engaging with PDP in a meaningful 

way.  

 

During my time as an educational developer, several attempts have been made to 

engage staff in discussion of PDP, mainly through departmental and faculty workshops. 

However, these sessions have been met with poor attendance and sometimes with 

resistance from staff. To demystify the idea of PDP we operationalised the concept in 

terms of five elements – self awareness, reflection, action planning, team/group work, 

and career planning (Lumsden, 2005) – and this deconstruction has now been taken 

forward across the university. As elsewhere, PDP practices vary across courses and 

schools. In some it is assessed and is considered to be part of the course, others offer 

incentives to engage in PDP, while for others the personal tutor has a key role in 

guiding students in PDP practices. Thus there is a mixture of embedded and bolt-on 

approaches. Whilst there has been evidence of some changes in practice taking place, 

the dissemination/sharing of good PDP practices is limited. Because of the resistance 

and lack of engagement of staff and the limited sharing of practice taking place, an 

alternative approach was considered.  

 

 

Rationale for the new approach 
 

This study began with a PDP session with a group of first year Bioscience students in 

2007, and resulted in the production of a series of posters of PDP. On becoming part of 

the NARN (National Action Research Network – Researching and Evaluating PDP and 

e-Portfolios) project it seemed an opportunity to extend this approach to other courses, 

and then to see if these visual images proved effective in engaging staff in discussion 

and thinking about their practice.  

 

Aside from using the material as an aid for staff development, we were interested to see 

how students’ perceptions evolved over time. We therefore revisited the same cohorts 

of students in their second year, repeating the activity. Here we report on this approach 

to soliciting the views and perceptions of PDP of students on different courses and at 

different levels, and present an analysis of the responses. We will report on how this 

material has subsequently been used in staff development sessions.  
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Method 
 

In the first part of the study, first year undergraduates, mainly attending courses in the 

faculty of science, were recruited during a pre-organised PDP session. Students gave 

informed verbal consent that the work they were about to produce could be used as 

data in a national research project. Next they were given a hand-out defining and 

describing the five elements of PDP referred to earlier (Lumsden, 2005), and a short 

presentation on PDP and emotional intelligence. Following the presentation, students 

were placed in groups of three to five and carried out a skills audit. The outcomes of 

this exercise were discussed, collated and displayed on a flip-chart/white board. Finally, 

the groups were given the task of representing their ideas and perceptions about PDP, 

focusing on where and how the various elements might occur and be supported during 

their time at UCLan. These representations were in the form of posters drawn on flip-

chart paper using marker pens. At the end of the session students also wrote on 

individual post it notes, stating ‘one thing I am going to do/address as a result of today’.  

 

A year later the same students were revisited. They filled out a short questionnaire to 

assess whether their expectations of PDP had been met, exceeded, or not met. They 

were then shown their posters from the first year, asked ‘In the light of a year’s 

experience, how would you amend/update that poster?’, and they then produced new 

posters.  

 

A form of textual analysis – grounded theory (Strauss, 1987) – was conducted on the 

data. For each course the terms from all the posters were collected and entered into a 

single table. These terms were then placed into categories with a single underlying 

theme. Successive readings and re-classifying reduced the data to ten categories, 

shown in Table 1. The courses included in the analysis were Archaeology, Biomedical 

Sciences, Biosciences, Building Services, Forensic Science, Pharmacy, Retail 

Management and Foundation Degree (FD) Health and Social Care. The number of 

posters varied depending on the size of cohort, for example, fourteen from first year 

Forensic Science students, and just one from second year Health students.  
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Table 1. Categories used to describe terms from posters. 
 

Category Brief description (examples of terms used by students) 

Personal Personal growth; self-confidence 

Academic Note taking; referencing skills 

Team/group work Ability to work in group situations; team building 

Career planning Work experience; pre-registration 

Reflection SWOT; skills audit 

Action planning Help with revision; if something is unclear inform the teacher 

Social/support Friends; meet new people 

Academic support Tutors; the ‘I’ 

Requests Approachable staff; extra skill options 

Complaints More organisation from UCLan; repetitive teaching topics 

 

For each group of posters from a course we ranked the categories by frequency of 

appearance of the terms. The top category accounted for about 25% of the terms; the 

second category for a further 20%, and the third category for another 15%, and we 

have restricted our analysis to these top three. 

 

 

Appearance of posters 
 

The way in which first year students represented their idea of PDP in the posters varied. 

A few simply followed the explanation sheet given to them, which gave the QAA (2009) 

definition of PDP and the five terms identified by Lumsden (2005) as constituting PDP, 

which were: self-awareness, reflection, action planning,  team/group work, and career 

planning. They recapitulated these terms as five sections on the poster. Others drew a 

more complex diagram, with a combination of text and images. This was the most 

common type of representation; most contained an element of progression, or were a 

type of mind map. A small number of students represented their perceptions wholly 

pictorially; although these often lacked detail of specific activities, they were quite 

powerful in conveying a sense of purpose.  

 

We were surprised at how mature some of the content of the first year posters were, 

and what a comprehensive view they presented of PDP even at such an early stage of 
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their course. We had over 50 posters from each of the year groups, so here we have 

only been able to present a sample. Figure 1 contains representative examples of the 

posters from first year students from four different courses: A) and C) are of the 

‘diagram’ type, with a clear sense of progression and development of both academic 

and personal skills. Posters B) and D) are of the ‘mind-map’ type, with B) showing 

slightly more sophistication in its structure, and greater depth in the number of elements 

and detail. For example, on time keeping D) talks about ‘lecture and seminar deadlines’, 

B) simply mentions ‘diary’ and ‘start early’.  

 

Poster A was from first year Biosciences students. This poster has a strong sense of 

progression through the years of their course, as did just over half of the posters from 

this group. It gives desirable academic and personal achievements at the top and 

bottom of the poster, and shows a clear sense of increasing independent learning 

through the three years, culminating in career-focused activity. Poster B was produced 

by students studying Forensic Science, and resembles a brain shower/mind map. Two 

of the five main groupings are categorised as ‘academic’ (writing and computer skills); 

two others are termed ‘social’ (social skills and enjoy uni), and the fifth is ‘personal’ 

(time management). The posters from other Forensic Science students were similar, 

with just under half incorporating some idea of progression through years one, two and 

three. Poster C was from a cohort of mature students on day-release from their jobs, 

studying Building Services. This poster resembles a crosshair, with widening, 

concentric circles signifying years one, two and three. There is a rational progression of 

items shown, e.g. report writing in year one, analytical skills in year two, and 

leadership/management in year three. It has also been divided into sections: work, 

personal, university, and workshops, and indicating in which sector different 

developments might occur. Similar concepts were seen in the other posters of this 

group. Poster D was created by students in Archaeology and, as with other posters 

from this group, has a stronger emphasis on personal qualities such as motivation and 

confidence, as well as personal organisation and time-keeping.   
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Figure 1. Sample from PDP posters collected from first year students (2008) studying A) Biosciences, B) Forensic 
Science, C) Building Services, D) Archaeology.
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The posters from second year students were different from the first years’ in that a wider 

range of words or terms were used, there was clear evidence of learning from experience, 

a strong sense of personal development, and in several cases some value judgements 

identifying positive and negative experiences. The representation of progression through 

the years of the course was less marked than was the case with first years, in that there 

was less formal structuring into sections. The use of theoretical terms relating to a Further 

Education (FE) setting, or taken from the explanatory handout, were replaced by words 

relating to real life experiences: ‘learn from mistakes’; ‘don’t leave things ‘til the last 

minute’; ‘need to manage stress’. Likewise, the wording does reveal that there is also 

some – possibly subconscious – action planning in evidence. Phrases such as ‘start 

essays sooner’, ‘revise more’, ’if finding a topic difficult, dedicate more time to it’, ‘discuss 

problems with tutor’, ‘attend career workshops’, and ‘attend BPSA conferences’, could all 

be taken as instances of action planning, in that they are specific actions that have been 

articulated. 

 

Four representative posters from second year students, from the same courses as 

represented in Figure 1 are shown in Figure 2, to illustrate these points. Poster AA, from 

students studying Biosciences, features a swan, which carries a positive message. It has 

been drawn on a line, showing education leading to a career, and therefore with some 

sense of progression. Terms such as ‘constructive criticism from which you can learn’, and 

‘discovering personal attributes through team work’ illustrate a deeper level of self-

awareness than in first year students, and this development of words/phrases is seen in all 

of the posters of this group. Poster BB was from the same Forensic Science students who 

drew the ‘PDP cat’ in their first year, and it has an identical structure. It is holding fewer 

balloons and has fewer terms, but more has been written on each, consistent with the 

overall trend noted above. Poster CC was from the Building Services students and is very 

visual, with each year represented by a different section of a rollercoaster. This poster also 

gives a key and written terms according to perceptions of good or bad, e.g. a good point is 

‘more respect from colleagues’ and a bad point is ‘tough assignments’. All the other 

posters from these students also used pictures and for these students there was a strong 

sense of progression; images included ladders and a roadway to illustrate this. These 

students seemed to have a clear grasp of the principles of PDP; the posters reflected both 

successes to date and an awareness of what they still had to achieve, although this was in 

broad terms with less detail of specific skills. Poster DD was from Archaeology students. 

As with others in this group, it is a very personal account but has more emphasis on 
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academic development, compared with a stronger emphasis on social support seen in 

their first year posters. It also has some examples of action planning, with statements like 

‘organise a study group’; ‘learn to use new technology’; and ‘talk to family and friends’. 

 

 

Quantitative analysis of posters 
 

Examining the ranking of categories of words and phrases for posters from first year 

students revealed that across all eight courses, just three categories accounted for the 

highest rank position: ‘personal’ (in five courses), ‘academic’ (in two courses), and 

‘social/support’ (the latter was unique to Archaeology). When the second ranked category 

was included, a further category, ‘action planning’, appeared, and if the third rank category 

was included, the ‘reflection’ category appeared, but only for Retail Management and 

Health and Social Care. There seems to be a degree of commonality of perception across 

courses, and this is related to the context of PDP, rather than the processes involved. 

There is also some evidence of course-specific cohesion, for example, Archaeology 

students from a small cohort of around twelve to fifteen, even at this early stage of the 

academic year, had spent some weeks together carrying out field work in a location away 

from the university. 

 

In year two, five categories were represented in the top rank, with either ‘career planning’ 

or ‘action planning’ appearing in the top three for all the courses, and ‘reflection’ ranked 

either first or second for three courses. ‘Personal’ or ‘academic’ still featured but only 

appeared six times in the top two categories overall, compared with twelve times for first 

year students. This seems to suggest that there is a deepening awareness of what is 

involved in PDP, with a move towards a process focus, although this is still somewhat 

limited. However, aspirational terms relating to ‘career’ or ‘action planning’ are being used, 

for example, ’more idea/information on career opportunities’ rather than a focus on specific 

activities to engage in. About 20% of the posters mentioned CVs and the majority of these 

were in Pharmacy, where ‘career planning’ was the first category, indicating the strong 

emphasis on professional development in this school. There is evidence here of an early 

emergence of situated practice (Becher and Trowler, 2001) in terms of student perceptions 

in individual disciplines. 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Special Edition: November 2010                              9



Lumsden and Davey                                                                                                    From cats to roller-coasters: creative use of posters to explore students’ perceptions of PDP 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Special Edition: November 2010 10 

Figure 2. PDP posters collected from second year students (2009) studying AA) Biosciences, BB) Forensic Science, CC) 
Building Services, DD) Archaeology.
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Individual responses  

Post-it notes (year 1) 
The post-it notes were coded into the same categories as were the posters. Interestingly, 

just five categories were sufficient to fit the data. A detailed analysis was carried out on 

five of the courses and included first year groups from both 2008 and 2009 (the sessions 

with first year students were repeated in 2009). The results are shown in Table 2. Perhaps 

the most striking result is that on all of these courses the ‘personal’ category accounted for 

between 70% and 80% of the words or terms used; although this category was ranked first 

in the posters for five out of the eight courses, it did not account for more than 25% of the 

terms there. On the post-it notes, the most commonly used words or phrases related to 

time management, followed by confidence and motivation. These concepts are clearly 

recognised as personal priorities by first year students. 

 
Table 2. Frequency of statements on post-it notes from first year students. 
 

Course (and  
number of 
notes) 

Categories and frequency (%) of occurrence  

  Personal Academic Social/support Career  

planning 

Negative (= 

complaint) 

Biosciences 

2008 (98) 

66 10 11 6 8

Biosciences 

2009 (37) 

79 11 11 0 0 

Pharmacy 

2008 (71) 

82 14 3 0 3

Retail Man. 

2008 (18) 

72 28 0 0 0

Retail Man. 

2009 (19) 

79 21 0 0  0 

Building 

Services 2009 

(23) 

74 22 4 0  0 

Archaeology 

2009 (10) 

80 20 0 0  0 
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Questionnaire responses (year 2)   
Of 189 responses, 105 indicated that their expectations of PDP had been met, 74 said 

they had not been met, and four that they had been exceeded. The comments made were 

more extensive than the short phrases on the first year post-it notes, and instead of coding 

these, we have looked at them across all courses in terms of positive perceptions 

(expectations met) or negative perceptions (expectations not met). Examples of 

statements from those who said expectations had been met are given below. 

 

Biomedical Science students: 

 

• Learned to become responsible and be able to organise lessons/assignments, hand 

in assignment on deadline.  

• Self-awareness has improved because I am better at time management. I reflect on 

each task I have to do and work at how I will do it. I action plan each task I am given 

by writing a list. I update my CV when I achieve new skills and qualifications.  

 

Bioscience students: 

 

• Not all work done at last minute; have begun to start assignments early. Have used 

library more. Passed first year with decent grades.  

 

Pharmacy students: 

 

• Improved time management. Good team work. Career planning has improved since 

summer placement. 

• We are constantly told to reflect on our learning and how we can put anything we 

have learnt into practice.  

 

Building Services students: 

 

• I have got better at time management and I am more active in groups, and I have 

finally started to learn the guitar. 

• I am now able to manage my time more effectively and complete tasks by 

deadlines. I have become more confident when giving presentations than I was last 

year.  
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What these comments seem to show is a strong sense of personal growth – self-

awareness, self-confidence, and improvement in skills such as time management and self-

organisation. 

 

For students who reported that expectations were not met, one of three scenarios seems 

to apply: 1) some students do understand the principle of PDP and are aware that they are 

not managing to do it; 2) others have not engaged with the ideas at all; and 3) some sense 

a problem with the way in which PDP has been undertaken on their course: 

  

• Not as organised as last year. There are too many assignments all at once so it’s 

difficult to stay on top. But still trying to learn and understand what is going on with 

time. (Scenario 1) 

• Achieved well last year. Since then pressure and disorganisation has meant the 

PDP expectations have gone downhill. (Scenario 1) 

• PDP did not stick in my memory. As it did not seem to be of any relevance at the 

time. ( Scenario 2) 

• Don’t really know what to do for it. Different lecturers giving conflicting comments. 

(Scenario 2) 

• Was never properly explained how to do PDP, there was no way to know what to 

do. (Scenario 3) 

 
 

Discussion 
 

This work has shown that while student understanding of PDP in a strictly formal sense 

may be limited, there is clear evidence of a deepening of their engagement in various 

aspects of personal development as they progress from first to second year. The content 

of their posters showed a greater maturity in year two: the representations were less 

reliant on the PDP framework given to them and there was more evidence of activities, 

such as reflection and action planning, which contribute to the process of PDP rather than 

just the context. The ranking of categories also supports this. Words and phrases in the 

‘personal’ and ‘academic’ categories were less prevalent in the year two posters, while 

those in the ‘action planning’ and ‘reflection’ categories were more prevalent than in the 

year one posters. Savory (2007), commenting on the findings reported by Clegg (2006), 

reached a similar conclusion – while first year students were concerned with practical 
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study issues, third year students were engaged with reflection on skills and approaches to 

learning. Reassuringly this is also in line with the perspective of employers: 'most 

employers put strongest emphasis on the process of PDP rather than the documented 

outcomes' (Edwards, 2005, p.3).  

 

A deepening engagement in personal development was also to be discerned in the 

individual responses elicited through post-it notes (year one) and questionnaires (year 

two). For first years there was a very strong focus on, and awareness of, need in the area 

of personal effectiveness, such as time management, motivation and self-confidence. By 

the second year these same students were able to recognise achievements in these 

areas. Comments from second years also provided evidence of progress in other aspects 

of PDP – reflection, self-awareness and group-work. Although less easy to discern, the 

fact that achievements were recognised could indicate that action planning had taken 

place; further, some of the specific wording on second years’ posters constituted identified 

actions to be taken. 

 

We have been reassured that students are recognising their development needs, and their 

achievements, and that this is despite the fact that most students reported that they had 

had little, if any, guidance on PDP from their own tutors. Powell (2010), in this volume of 

the Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, reports that staff view the 

individual elements of PDP more positively than they do the term PDP itself, and we 

suspect that the term PDP may no longer be helpful in achieving the ends for which it was 

originally introduced. Students probably have a similarly negative view of the term. In a 

survey, Moir et al. (2006) found that fewer than 25% of students felt that PDP was 

beneficial to their academic studies, while slightly more said that the reflection was 

beneficial. Our experience is that if it is explained, then most students do understand the 

principles of PDP, and indeed many of the comments suggested that they would value 

more time being devoted to this area. 

 

Our approach, of using posters as a research tool, actually seems to have been successful 

in encouraging learning, and might be useful in other situations. It can be seen as firmly 

based in situated learning theory (Lave and Wenger, 1991), in that we introduced the 

students (novices) to PDP, and through getting them to work together on defining PDP, 

interacting and engaging with each other and the tutors (experts), we communicated PDP 

concepts and language to help them move towards being masters of PDP. As they 
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become more expert in PDP, they are less reliant on our framework and are developing 

their own framework (which fits within the wider concepts of PDP). Within this view, 

knowledge is dynamically constructed as we perceive what is happening to us and as we 

talk and move in social situations (Clancy, 1995). So, although they might not formally 

articulate this development as PDP, students are actually learning the associated 

language and the associated PDP activities and processes through their own experiences, 

and through collaboration with each other. Thus they are slowly moving towards becoming 

experts themselves and being able to take charge of their own personal development. 

 

An extension of this study to final year students could therefore have a dual benefit, 

providing a further opportunity for students to actively and consciously engage in a review 

of their personal development (a learning benefit); and secondly, to reveal the perceptions 

of final year students and whether there has been a further development from their second 

year (a research benefit). This will complete a longitudinal study of student perceptions of 

PDP and the further insights gained will provide valuable information to share with staff, 

and which in turn we hope will inform and enhance their practice. 
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