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Leaving “Pearls” of Wisdom to Enhance Student Understanding
Introduction

Textbook prices and tuition seem to rise every semester, and many faculty members are searching for reading materials and additional resources in other locations to help offset students' costs. At the same time, there is a wealth of credible information online that faculty members can use for reading materials, supplemental materials, or study aides that are often more interesting than a textbook (Farwell & Waters, 2010). Greenhow, Robelia, and Hughes (2009) argued that providing online information can help students retain information. It is also beneficial to have the students look up information they find helpful to share with other students. Social media can be an effective and engaging teaching tool (Baird & Fisher, 2005), and incorporating Web-based media into a classroom can accommodate varying learning styles.
Yet it can be overwhelming to the student and the instructor to organize and distribute these online materials. Providing lists of links can be tedious, and especially a hard-copy list, can become dated throughout the semester. Pearltrees is a relatively new, web-based, social bookmarking site that allows both instructors and students to bookmark information by category in a visually-appealing and interesting forum. 

How it Works

One person, usually the course instructor, sets up the "tree" for students to add content to. The instructor invites users to the group through an email link. Once students have joined the group, they can retrieve existing information or add new bookmarks, also known as “pearls” to the group’s trees.  New categories, or trees, of information can be added by anyone in the group. The researchers used Pearltrees for a video production course that contained three trees: previous student work, student projects, and in-class examples. In the first tree, the instructor posted examples of previous students' videos so that current students could repeatedly view quality work for inspiration. In the second tree, students were asked to pearl links to their own videos that were posted to YouTube. This allowed the instructor and their classmates to view and critique videos from each student. Finally, in the third tree, any time the instructor used a video as an example in class, she pearled it so that students could review the concepts outside of class time. This provided the instructor with a venue in which to display, organize, and distribute examples and information to students, as well as allowed students to review important class concepts as they felt needed. Pearltrees was also used in class by the instructor. By organizing all video links into one convenient forum, the instructor was able to access them all through Pearltrees rather than opening multiple links to show in class. Students were then able to access the links outside of class time as they were already pearled to the group’s tree. 
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Figure 1. Screen capture of Pearltrees class website. The left photo is of the home page that includes pearls for examples of students’ work, in-class examples, and previous students’ work. The photo on the right is of the “pearled” in-class examples.

Results to Date

Thus far, results have been favorable toward the technology. Students have noted that they have looked up and reviewed materials outside of class time. The instructor likes the convenience of having all videos and Internet materials in one central website so that she can easily click between the videos and other sites throughout class. However, no students have posted materials for others to use aside from sharing links to their own videos. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others

The instructor intends to use Pearltrees for all of her classes this coming fall. It is simple to use and saves links to examples and projects for an unlimited amount of time so that current and future students have a resource that continues to grow. One piece of advice to other instructors that are interested in using this technology is to let students know before they are invited to join Pearltrees. Every student in the class thought the invitation was junk mail and deleted the email invitation before the instructor could inform them about the site. Also, evaluations of student learning will be conducted with all of the instructors’ courses in the fall to better assess Pearltrees as an instructional tool.
Costs/Resources Needed

Pearltrees is free to use and is available to anyone with Internet access. A small time commitment from the instructor is needed to initially set up a Pearltrees account and create initial trees. It only takes about 30 minutes to explore the site and learn how to use it, but it is very user friendly. Spending a few minutes of one class period to introduce the students to the site and show them how to use it would also be beneficial. 
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