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Executive Summary

Summarise highlights of the project (one page), including aims/objectives, overall approach, findings, achievements, and conclusions.  The full report may include technical terms, but try to keep the executive summary in plain English.

Background

The main aim of the Petal 2 and myWorld projects was to develop, test and evaluate the use of an the Open Source OSPI e-Portfolio in a range of post compulsory education settings.

The projects combined technical and pedagogic aims. Technically it was intended to adapt OSPI for use in the different post compulsory settings and at the same time to develop a stable installation. From a pedagogic viewpoint the intention was to pilot and evaluate the use of e-Portfolios with up to 100 end users.

the Petal 2 and myWorld projects built on the results of the Personal ePortfolios for Teaching and Learning (Petal 1) project supported by  the JISC Distributed e-Learning (DeL) Tools strand of the e-Learning programme. The Petal Project took the Open Source Portfolio Initiative (OSPI) application OSPI 1.5 and adapted this application for use in UK post-compulsory education.

The Petal 1 project aimed to support learner-centred, reflective and dialogic learning practice. The project was based on existing partnerships for lifelong learning and widening participation and was situated within the ePortfolio node of the JISC e-Learning Framework (ELF). The project extended and built on learning domain services and common services tools and systems for personal development planning (PDP).

Like the first  Petal project, myWORLD and Petal 2 set out to adapt, implement and trial the Open Source Portfolio (OSP) in a range of post compulsory educational contexts: HE, FE, adult community education and professional institutes. 

There is growing interest in the implementation of e-Portfolios at all levels of education. The Dfes e-strategy anticipates that schools, colleges and universities “will want to develop eventually an e-portfolio where learners can store their own work, record their achievements” (pt. 71, Dfes, 2005). The e-learning strategy for higher education also has as an objective “encouraging e-based systems of describing learning achievement and personal development planning (Objective 3.4, HEFCE, 2005). 

If e-portfolios are to become so widespread, it is important that we understand the impact of using such tools for learners, practitioners and institutions. Reviews of the literature and current status of e-portfolios suggests that there are gaps in our knowledge about the educational uses of e-portfolios and embedding of e-portfolio tools (Siemens, 2004) and the gathering of users’ and practitioner’s perspectives (Richardson & Ward, 2005). The Petal 2 and myWorld projects aimed to provide a useful perspective for the JISC and the wider educational community on these issues.

The myWorld project brought together 12 case study scenarios which show that there are many different ways in which e-portfolio tools may be used to enrich teaching and learning. 

Anticipated enhancements to teaching and learning include:

· Recording achievement 

· Opportunities to receive feedback from tutors, mentors and peers

· Promoting reflective analysis for CPD

· Critically assess own strengths and developing needs

· Presenting tailored evidence for assessment or application 

· Tracking and verification of developing skills and competences

· Defining goals and action planning how these can be achieved

However the introduction and even the piloting of e-Portfolios is challenging. e-portfolios are being introduced into a climate of rapid technical and pedagogic innovation. The introduction of many new technologies leaves any one of them competing for limited learner and teacher time and tolerance. In some communities (art and design) the keeping of portfolios is widespread, but the practice of reflective learning is novel. In other communities (nursing and social care) the practice of reflective learning is familiar, as is the keeping of paper diaries, but the use of ICT in teaching and learning may be novel. For adults returning to learn the keeping of portfolios, reflection and the use of ICT in education may all be novel. In continuing professional development contexts, while the use of desktop productivity tools (word processing, spreadsheets, planners and e-mail) is common, the linking of these to learning and reflection is novel. 

Aims and Objectives

The Petal 2 and myWorld  projects set out to adapt, implement and trial the Open Source Portfolio (OSP) in a range of post compulsory educational contexts:

· Higher Education, Oxford Brookes University, Health and Social Care: “Fit for Practice” – E-portfolios as tools in competency assessment for future social workers, University of Brighton, Arts and Music Degree

· Further Education: Abingdon and Witney College, tutorial process on an Access to HE course; Plumpton College, Wine Studies, Mature students HND – BA/Sc level; Sussex Downs College, HND applied multimedia

· Adult Community Education: Community University Partnership Project (CUPP), Refugees –  Variety of literacy levels plus ESOL; CUPP, Community Arts –  Entry level literacy; Oxon CLSU – CV creator for employability

· Professional Institutes: CILIP, e-portfolios for practical use by a professional body; CMI, e-portfolio for Chartered  Professionals; CIPD: e-Portfolio alternative to CV; ALT: Learning Technology Professionals accreditation programme.

The projects further aimed to:

· develop a stable installation configuration of the OSP e-Portfolio tool and pilot this installation on at least four servers

· enable localisation of the user interface and underlying data hierarchy

· conduct 10 case studies across Southern Britain working with up to 100 end users and to evaluate these use cases and their impact on learners and institutions

· enrich the e-portfolio building experience for the learner by integrating a Web Services interface into the Open Source Portfolio (OSP)-based Petal service.

The projects had broader aims examining the feasibility of local customisation of open source software  and in considering how tools and systems can be shared cross-institutionally and the impact of this within partner institutions. 

The evaluation was central to the project aims and objectives. The evaluation aimed to seek both the learners’ and the practitioners’ perspectives on the use of the tool in practice and make an assessment of the extent to which each case study met its intended educational aims.

It was anticipated that the learner experience would be influenced by issues of induction, usability, tutor involvement, support systems, and accessibility. The project aimed to examine how well the learners understood the intended aims of the use of the tool and to what extent they benefited from their use of the e-portfolio tool. 

This evaluation sought to make explicit the challenges of implementation e-portfolio tools within different contexts and outline the variety of possible implementation models. The project also sought practitioner perspectives of the customisability of the tool for their specific purpose and usability for tutors and administrators. 

One of the key objective of the projects was to answer the following questions:

· What was the experience of learners and practitioners of using the PETAL e-portfolio tool?

· What use was made of the PETAL e-portfolio tool to enrich teaching and learning and lifelong learning?

· How was the e-Portfolio implemented by the different institutions

Methodology

Summarise the overall approach taken and why this approach was chosen over other options considered.  Then describe the methodology in more detail.  Depending on the project, this might include the methodology for research you carried out, technical design or development, evaluation, etc.  Finally, note any specific issues that had to be addressed by the methodology, e.g. standards, interoperability, scalability, etc.

There were five main stages to the project.

1. Sofwtare development

2. Test installations

3. reiterations

4. test users

5. evaluation

Software development followed a iterative developmental cyscle:

1. take the current OSP tools, make a local instance

2. trial with users/requirements gathering

3. update and refine based on initial user experience, 

4. install updated software

5. re-trial and re-gather new requirements

Petal 1 went through three iterations of the cycle with OSPv1.5, adapting the tool to serve the need of ALT’s Certified Member of ALT scheme (CMALT).

myWORLD went through two iterations with a larger trial base.

1. Case Study leaders were provided with a “vanilla” OSPv1.5 based on the Petal 1 project software

2. Case study leaders were to evaluate and gather localisation requirements to adapt the database to the needs of their particular learning situation.

3. Localisation of the UI and hierarchy

4. Use with trial groups and gathering further requirements

5. Revision of User Interface and development of output templates

The continuation project developed and tested Petal 2 based on the OSP 2.x version.

The evaluation takes a case study based design to accommodate the differences in rationales and practices between the use case studies.

The original plans for the evaluation intended to give practitioners and learners the opportunity to contribute their developing views over the months in which they would be using their e-portfolio tool. Data was to be collected from learners through initial and exit questionnaires, logs and focus groups and from practitioners through Learners will have the opportunity to contribute their view through initial and exit questionnaires, logs and focus groups. The practitioner’s perspective was to be collected through phone and face to face interviews at the start and the end of their project.

In practice, technical problems delayed the start of implementations for the use case studies and led to the tool being used by learners over significantly shorter periods of time, or not at all. The events which led to this situation are described in the myWorld final project report which states that “Although our number of test sites grew from 10 to 13, only 4 case studies could be considered to have achieved most or all of our aims (Plumpton College, Abingdon and Witney College, ALT, University of Kent).”

At times the schedule of the evaluation work plan was significantly out of step with the progress at the case study sites resulting in difficulties in communications with case study sites.  The impact for the evaluation project of technical and timing problems was more limited data collection than originally intended. The planned initial and exit student surveys were combined into a single paper based survey tool and plans for the log were not pursued.

The collection of detailed data became focussed on five case studies representing further education (Abingdon & Witney College), higher education (Visual Arts at University of Brighton, and Viticulture at Plumpton College), adult and community learning (Access to Arts at University of Brighton) and professional (Chartered Management Institute). This selection covered sites at which the implementation could be considered to be successful and those where the learners had not continued to use the software after an initial introduction. Both were considered important to a full evaluation. The detail of all the data collected is provided in Table 1. In total:

· 95 copies of the initial survey were distributed to project leaders at seven case study sites. 21 completed surveys were returned from five sites;
· visits were made to five case study sites to conduct interviews with the project leaders. Visits at four of these sites included a focus group with learners.  
Survey

The survey was developed in order to gather information about the learners using the Petal tools and to elicit their expectations and early experiences of using the e-portfolio tool. The survey was developed by the evaluation team and piloted and revised in response to feedback from case study projects leaders, steering group members, and the teams’ colleagues and peers. At this stage, we shared ideas and draft tools with similar projects (ELP: Enhanced Learner Progression, V-MAP, SONIC, Interactive Logbook and EPICS) who provided helpful feedback.

The survey comprised 20 questions, including open and closed questions asking learners about their previous experience using a computer, the internet, portfolios and e-portfolios. They were asked to describe their initial experiences with the Petal e-portfolio tool, what they liked and disliked about it and why they thought it might be useful to them. The survey collected demographic data: age, gender, first language, home/international students, disability and ethnicity. The first page of survey gave information on the data collected would be treated and asked for student’s consent. The full version of the survey is given in Appendix 1.

The survey was distributed to learners on paper. It was offered in alternative accessible formats although no learners requested this. In order to aid completion, the survey was distributed via tutors who had direct access to their learners. Also, surveys were supplied with stamped addressed return envelopes so that learners could complete and return their survey without the knowledge of their tutor. 

Table 1: Summary of evaluation sites and data collected 

	Evaluation site summary
	Student survey
	Visit

	4.1 Access to HE, Abingdon and Witney College

The e-portfolio was introduced to two cohorts taking the Access to HE course. The e-portfolio was intended to build up a more complete picture of their accomplishments to date and encourage them to see these events as a reflection of their ability to pass the Access course and complete a university education. Completion was a requirement of the tutorial credit for the course. 

Started November 05, used by 45 students until assessment in June 06.
	45 copies of student survey posted to project leader 25 Nov 05.

8 completed surveys returned.
	Site visited 24 Jan 06 (RS). Interview with Ellen Lessner and focus group with 10 students.



	4.2 Visual and Performing Arts, University of Brighton

The e-portfolio tool was offered to students on music and visual arts and dance and visual arts programmes, as a way of  building a CV and documenting the process of creating a piece of work. Volunteers attended 20 contact hours of workshops to test and trial the system. 

Started 30 January 2006, used by 10 students for 3 weeks. 
	10 copies of student survey posted to project leader 15 Dec 05.

4 completed surveys returned.


	Site visited 16 Feb 06. Interview with Conall Gleeson and focus group with 4 students. 



	4.3 Career Development module, Viticulture BSc, Plumpton College

As part of the final year career development module in the Viticulture (wine studies) degree, students were required to keep an e-portfolio and make a CV presentation in response to a hypothetical job advert.

Started 27 October 05, used by 9 students until assessment in January 06. 
	9 copies of student survey posted to project leader 25 Nov 05.

7 completed surveys returned.
	Site visited 19 Jan 06 (RS). Interview with Chris Foss and focus group with 6 students. 

	4.4 Access to Arts, University of Brighton

Used by graduates of the Access to Arts course as a place to record their work and progress, and as a reminder of their developing ambitions and goals. These students with learning disabilities attended four sessions in November 2005.
	Video provided of learners using the tool and talking about their experiences.
	Site visited 16 Feb 06 (RS). Interview with Andrew Kingham. 


	4.5 Tracking CPD online, Chartered Management Institute, Reading Branch 

The e-portfolio was offered to CMI branch members as a way of collecting and organizing continuing professional development evidence, which could be used for group members own professional institutes accreditation, CVs, job applications or own marketing.

Two workshops: 13 Oct 05 and 10 Nov 05.
	11 copies of student survey posted to project leader 25 Nov 05.

2 completed surveys returned.
	Site visited 24 Jan 06 (RS). Discussion with Anne Jones and 2 students. 


Focus groups

While the survey was intended to gather initial experiences, the focus groups were planned to be conducted after the learners had had more time working the e-portfolio tool. In reality, there was often not much time between the completion of the surveys and the focus groups. Also, the problems with local implementation of the software were known by this time. 

The focus group structure used a SPOT analysis to prompt learners to provide constructive feedback on their experiences of using the e-portfolio tool. Working in small subgroups of 3 or 4, learners brainstormed, discussed and ranked the Strengths, Possible improvements, Opportunities and Threats of using the tool. The template completed by the subgroups is given in Appendix 2. Some learners completed the template, others produced posters using the pens and flipcharts provided. After the work in subgroups, the evaluator brought the learners back together to discuss their views on the role of the e-portfolio within their course and what they’d learnt from their experiences. All focus groups were audio recorded as an aide memoir to the evaluation team in writing their reports. 

Interviews

Interviews with the project leaders were conducted during the site visits. A semi structured interview was prepared in advance (see Appendix 3) which was intended to elicit the project leaders’ views on:

· the intended pedagogical rationale for using e-portfolios on their course, and their perspective on the extent to which this had been achieved;

· their use of the tool including issues around usability and customisability;

· their experiences of being a partner site including the impact of their involvement in the project within their institution.

All interviews were audio recorded as an aide memoir to the evaluation team in writing their reports. 

Implementation

Describe how you planned and implemented the project work and the activities it involved.  Depending on the project, this might cover technical development, processes, how you conducted user studies, etc.  Include any problems or issues that arose and how you handled them, where readers can learn from your experience.  Tell the story of what you did rather than listing workpackages.

The project had two centres: Oxford Brookes University and the University of Brighton. Each centre worked with a group of established partners: FE colleges and community learning projects. Brookes also worked with representatives of local branches of professional institutes.

The two projects: myWORLD and Petal 2 were consolidated under a single steering group. Steering group meetings provided a useful forum for summary and review of progress to date.

All technical development work was undertaken by Knowledge Integration.

Inception meetings were rganised for the six trial sites. 

After brief initial familiarisation, case study leaders were asked to write a scenario of use using a template devised by Peter Rees Jones.

Then they were asked to develop a hierarchy for the local implementation of the software. 

It was the development of the hierarchy that revealed the real difficulties that underlay the OSP tools. The premise offered by OSPv1.5 is that the underlying database hierarchy of categories and elements into which a person can enter data for their portfolio is easy to edit. While there is some literal truth to this premise, in practice, because of the necessary link between data input and output, and the difficulty of editing output templates based on the hierarchy, while theoretically easy to change the data structure it was not easy to do anything with the changed structure.
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Manage hierarchy facility: an easy web interface to move,

add or delete elements in the database, promised great flexibility

The assumption made by the Open Source Portfolio initiative was that the OSP e-Portfolio could be used in any educational setting. It is intended to be a generic e-portfolio tool that is sufficiently flexible to allow customisation for any setting. Probing this through the case studies revealed problems in two dimension. The first was that, in spite of the claim to be generic, the hierarchy (base taxonomy) and consequent screen labeling and help text, out of the box, was firmly located in a US undergraduate context. It was not just a question of changing –or for –our spellings. 
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Petal/OSPv1.5 Base Taxonomy “out-of-the-box

A complete discourse analysis of the UI might reveal a lot about the attitudes and mores of US undergraduate education. Simply interpreting the hierarchy for use this side of the Atlantic was a significant job. Then, there was the implicit level of digital literacy expected of the end-user. The software grew up in the context of a large US university with a good reputation. As our case studies were predominantly outside the HE context we found that we had to adopt different tones in order to speak through the software to different user bases. For CMALT, “Generic, flexible, tools (like OSPI) require extensive configuration and “detuning” to ensure that they make sense, and are not distracting, to a user who is providing a narrowly defined set of evidence.” ALT, for example, chose to remove most of the hierarchy (correspondence with Seb Schmoller).

The second problematic dimension was that the hierarchy could only be edited by an administrative user. Unlike the growing number of social softwares (mySpace, Elgg, etc) where the user can enter text freely and create user-defined “tags” OSP is explicit about the categorisation of data that can be entered. This gives OSP-derived tools a strong institutional feel about them. While we set off to develop “personal e-portfolios” we found ourselves developing “institutional e-portfolios”.

This has become a key part of one of the unanticipated learning outcomes: e-portfolios are a complex field of work. There are many kinds of eportfolio. The relationships between different types of e-portfolios are often difficult to negotiate.
The OSP developers claim it can be used to provide:

· a learning or development tool for the learner

· a monitoring or assessment tool for institutions

· a mechanism to improve career prospects

They go on to say that OSP offers a structured environment for individuals:

· to be arranged into groups with common resources

· to store digital files of any type

· share selected files with others (individuals or groups)

· organise viewing of these files into presentations using templates (e.g. cv, recent research papers)

· receive input from selected other users (e.g. mentors)

· organise files against the cells of a matrix (e.g. competences)

However, the project revealed a series of issues regarding the installation and customisation of OSP.

Hosting

Brighton hosted 5 instances of PETAL for cases study use. Whilst an initial technical assessment had indicated hosting multiple instances should not present problems, it became apparent that substantial input from developers was required in order to achieve this. Further shortcomings with the administration of the software required regular remote intervention from the developers (e.g. to reset and restart specific services) which caused additional delays to beginning case study sessions. In particular, creating data hierarchies/structures frequently led to server crashes which could only be resolved by remote support from the developers which caused delays in sessions with case study tutors whilst configuring the data structures to meet their needs prior to running sessions with students. This both delayed the process of preparation for student sessions and reduced confidence in the software amongst tutors.

It was intended that ALT host three instances: their own, CILIP and Abingdon and Witney College. ALT’s hosting is provided by a third-party. This organisation was concerned about the threat to the integrity of their systems represented by novel software. The layers of responsibility proved complex. One instance was hosted by University of Kent, Canterbury. This illustrated some of the challenges of running in differently flavoured versions of UNIX. Kent had the advantage of a dedicated and highly skilled Java developer in house who had full access to the environment and could resolve problems immediately.

All other instances were hosted by Knowledge Integration on a server located on their site. There was no problem experienced with these instances.

We would recommend that OSP software be hosted in an environment over which full control can be exercised. 

Platform

Although the software is open source and runs on a recognised platform, we found that the required configuration and particularly the systems administration and web deployment skills necessary to build out the installation components were not as widely available or as easy to set up as we had hoped.

v1.5 application issues

v1.5 application issues were numerous, but fall into two categories: functionality and embedded pedagogical assumptions. 

· Functionally there were parts of the OSPv1.5 application that just did not work well, particularly the “publish hierarchy” function, which limited the effective ability to customise the hierarchy.

· The v1.5 embedded pedagogical assumptions served to narrow the field of applicability considerably. Essentially the software was developed assuming a large, heterogeneous, (reasonably) academically competent body of undergraduate users following a modular course of study. The interface was very “wordy” and, without intending to, alienated many users in the FE and adult community contexts. Similarly the professional institutes sector found the underlying assumptions to be very strongly based on a university context not a professional context.

The  platform had significant issues, specifically with regard to publishing changes to the hierarchy. Although these issues primarily affect initial configuration and deployment, they also affect long term hosting. The complexity of the code base makes it difficult for us to both contribute changes back to the OSPI community and to integrate changes from the community back into the petal code base.

The architectural weaknesses outlined above made it an unattractive option to develop the 1.5 code further.  Whilst superficial enhancements were clearly possible, the underlying problems could not be tackled without significant re-factoring. Furthermore OSP ceased to support v1.5 on which Petal 1 was based, focusing development resources on version 2.0 which included integration of the code based with SAKAI 1.5.

v2.x application issues 

Whilst  OSP 2.0) contained  the structural advantages of SAKAI 1.5, it lacked  the polish and usability of a system deployed to production environments. This was essentially a development release, and not really appropriate for PETAL. For that reason it was agreed to develop and test Petal 2 based on the OSP v2.1x

The delay in the release of the v2.1 application by the OSP development community meant a delay to the development of Petal2 functionality.  At one point the project considered branching off of the OSP development track and building our own related e-portfolio system but with the advice of CETIS and JISC concluded that it would be better to remain within the OSPI fold.

OSP 2.1 is based on SAKAI 2.1 and represents the integration of the OSP and SAKAI code bases. This has significant advantages and disadvantages.

Strengths

· OSP 2.1+ through SAKAI 2.0 is built upon a significantly improved technical architecture which is both easier to extend, improve and maintain. Specifically, the dynamic creation of java data objects to represent structured data has been replaced by mechanism which parses XML Schema documents enhanced with annotations to provide better visual prompting and field labels. This mechanism can also manage nested and repeating schema elements. The new infrastructure also replaces dynamic database schema generation with stored xml fragments. This improves database manageability and removes many of the existing issues with OSP system deployments.

· SAKAI 2.0 / 2.1 is more widely deployed, with stability and manageable incremental updates.

Weaknesses

· OSP 2.1+ is ultimately constrained by elements of the core SAKAI 2.1 architecture. Sometimes this means that the SAKAI style guide restricts the behaviour and visual attributes of the OSP application.

· The OSP hierarchy is not currently available in the code base. Some OSP 2.0 implementations have chosen to use nested folders and forms to replicate the structure of the old hierarchy mechanism. However, the SAKAI architecture makes the construction of new hierarchy widgets a real possibility.

Opportunities

· The alignment of SAKAI and OSP code trees affords a number of significant opportunities.

· The improved architecture will make it significantly easier to contribute work back to the core OSP code set, and to integrate changes from the community back into the core project.

· A number of new UI widgets are being developed for the SAKAI 2.1 release, these include new workflow widgets which could help PETAL realize some of its aspirations for guiding users through the process of populating a profiled a dataset.

Threats

· OSP 2.1+ represents the alignment of OSP and SAKAI code trees. Release dates are critical to the teams involved, and releases are managed by cutting and pushing back functionality into the next release. There is a risk that features required for PETAL2 deployment may be cut from the 2.1+ release in order to make the release date.

· Replacement/ removal of current OSP hierarchy and values with SAKAI nested folders, forms, matrices would also be difficult.  In order to achieve this we would have to create XSD descriptions of all from elements.  Some replacement for the hierarchy structure would also be needed, probably involving nested folders.

The decision to base the PETALl2 technical platform on OSP/SAKAI 2.1 was regarded as the best option and addressed the significant architectural issues discovered in the PETAL and MyWORLD projects as well as providing the opportunity to share and adopt more community source. 

Outputs and Results

Explain the end result of the project work in an objective way.  Depending on the project, it might include research results, findings, evaluation results, data, etc.  If the project created something tangible like content, a portal, or software, describe it.  Engage the reader, and avoid a long list of deliverables.

The main outputs of Petal 1 were:

· 7 scenarios of use

· a tabbed interface to OSPv1.5

The main outputs of myWORLD were 

· 10 scenarios of use

· greatly simplified UI and output template formatting

Although our number of test sites grew from 10 to 13, only 4 case studies could be considered to have achieved most or all of our aims (Plumpton College, Abingdon and Witney College, ALT, University of Kent).  

The project produced live websites for

· Abingdon and Witney College

· Plumpton College

· Association for Learning Technology

· University of Brighton

In addition the Petal software was implemented by the University of Kent, Canterbury in the context of the PLPP project.

A “showcase” site and a “demo” site are available for presentations and demonstrations at: http://petal.k-int.com/ 

The project produced pilot, demonstrator, or draft sites for:

· CILIP

· Blackbird Leys

· Fit for Practice (Health and Social Care)

· CV Dynamic

Scenarios or hierarchies were produced for:

· Access to arts

· Professional Bodies

· Music and Visual Arts

· Foundation Degree (HND) in multimedia arts

· Brookes Certificate in Teaching in Higher Education.

The Case Studies

This section details the rationale, implementation issues, learner’s perspective and recommendations in five of the use case study scenarios as listed in Table 1.

Access to HE, Abingdon & Witney College

Rationale

The e-portfolio was introduced to learners taking the Access to HE course. The e-portfolio was intended to build up a more complete picture of their accomplishments to date and encourage them to see these events as a reflection of their ability to pass the Access course and complete a university education. The tutors, Ellen Lessner and Liz Burns, hoped that offering an e-portfolio system would enable learners to customise their CV to suit a variety of situations including employment applications, UCAS forms, and interviews. For learners hoping to gain places on popular courses such as midwifery, this could give them the added extra they needed. The electronic aspect of portfolio development was considered important. For many learners on the Access to HE course, their use of IT is a transformational experience as they gain in confidence and make use of IT to remove barriers to their learning. 

The introductory guide for learners states that “the e-portfolio is a new way to:

· put together information which will help you with your application for university  

· fulfil some of the criteria for your Tutorial unit on the Access course 

· share information about yourself for an interview for your chosen course or a job. You customise the information in the e-Portfolio to suit what the admissions tutor or a prospective employer might find useful.  

· Using an e-portfolio is part of the government’s 5 year strategy called ‘Harnessing Technology’.”

Learners earn tutorial credits by completing their CV in three different formats. The e-portfolio system was integrated into this existing assessment system as a way of completing one of the required three formats. 

Implementation

Learners on two cohorts of the Access to HE course (day and evening groups) were introduced to the software when it was first working in November 2005, about six weeks into the course. The software was hosted by K-Int and now by ALT. There is not currently the server space or staffing at the College to host locally. The delayed start time meant that learners had already completed their personal statements for their UCAS applications, so the e-portfolio tool was not used for this purpose. 

The aim was for the portfolio to start simply and increase in complexity through the course. In practice this meant that the tutor had to start by deleting all the fields and manually build those required week by week. This was technically difficult and time consuming for the project leader. The project leader has been motivated by: previous involvement with the PETAL –CMALT project, the financial incentive and the interest by other people in the College in e-Portfolios.

“That’s been the thing that’s kept me going, people are quite excited and can see the purpose of it.” [Ellen Lessner, project leader].
Some customisation was possible: a picture of the college library was added to the start up screen and a new tab was added to include the Open College Network assessment criteria.

	The tutors put an enormous effort into making the software available and accessible to learners, customising it where possible and creating a variety of help sheets to support learners to use the software. The how to sheets were designed to be accessible with pictures and words for every step of the way, from logging in to creating the final presentation. 

Learner’s perspective

Of the 45 learners in these two cohorts, 10 attended the focus group in January 2006. At this stage only a minority of learners were actively using the system as their assessment was not due until June 2006 - after the end of the myWorld project. Customisation proved to be important for this group of learners. Of the eight who returned completed 
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Example helpsheet for learners


questionnaires, six reported that they usually customised it to suit their personal preference, giving examples of changing font size and colours and breaking up large pieces of text. The tutor demonstrated how to use the TechDis toolbar with the software but learners were frustrated by the lack of the ability to customise further.  Commenting on their early experiences, learners felt that the interface was complicated and not easy to use. They had been supported by tutors and found a hands-on introduction in a computer room particularly useful. 

The learners were well aware of, and able to articulate the potential benefits of using the e-portfolio tool. They saw as one of the strengths of the system as the creation of a personal database, where they could collect together a wide range of information which would be accessible from any computer at any time, and from which they could choose to share some of the contents with others. They saw working in such a system as good preparation for the future in terms of producing a structured CV and developing IT skills. 

Learners identified the threats of the system as being additional workload on top of the course work, the necessity to become computer literate, and the fact that the software is not widely known outside the College. 

Recommendations

It is important to have any new software available at the start of the course if learners are to be encouraged to use it from the beginning without it feeling like an additional workload.

There are benefits to having staff at project sites working in pairs or team in order to motivate and support each other when implementation becomes difficult. 

The production of the helpsheets is a highlight of this project, although the need for them at all raises questions about the usability and customisability of the software on its own. 

Visual and Performing Arts, University of Brighton

Rationale

The Visual and Performing Arts programme at the University of Brighton took the opportunity of myWorld to see if the Petal tool could help the university respond to its commitment to providing PDP tools for its learners. The e-portfolio was intended to support both standard CV building and the process of documenting a piece of work that learners are creating.

The scenario considers the particular interests and needs of the learners in the Visual Performing Arts, and aims to develop a portfolio which documents the learning of media based work such as sound, music and moving image. It was hoped that an e-portfolio could support arts learners in revealing the process of creating a piece of work: documenting the framework of thinking around its development, making links between different aspects of the work, as well as documenting the finished piece. 

Implementation

First year students on the Dance and Performing Arts degree and third year learners on the Music and Performing Arts degree were offered the opportunity to use the e-portfolio tool over a period of three weeks in January 2006. They were supported by 20 contact hours using the tool with tutor support. Ten students volunteered and four were still using the tool at the end of the period. 

The project leader, Conall Gleeson, found the framework of the software, “too cumbersome, too restrictive ... the interface too cold, too clinical for learners to be in any way excited by it and for it to stimulate their thinking.”. The sessions were spent testing the software for bugs, recording the problems they found and passing them on. 

There were issues around the lack of ability to customise the tool. The project leader suggested that what was wanted was so radically different from what was on offer, that it was not worthwhile to pursue the minor changes possible such as of changing headings and fields. 

Despite these problems, there were gains to be made of being involved in the project:

“From this I have a clearer sense of how to devise a PDP presentation. For our interests, it needs the ability to individualise it. [Conall Gleeson, project leader].
Learner’s perspective

This group of learners were confident in using IT. They aim to be practising artists and so already have an interest in how their work is organised and presented to the public. Three of the fours learners who returned the survey and attended the focus group had already had experience of building electronic portfolios, either in Word, Photoshop or making use of websites such as mypicturegallerty.com. Indeed, they described something quite beyond the scope of the Petal e-portfolio tool.

 “I really like the idea of the software for a creative tool, with more emphasis on creating a system for organising and arranging work than creating a cv / blog / portfolio. I really like the idea of one piece of software where I could put different ideas together and make links between my work and put internet links into it.” [learnerat focus group].
This group found it easy to see the benefit of using an e-portfolio tool both for the practicalities of collecting, storing and organising their work and for taking time to reflect on their work and how it is presented. Unsurprisingly, they were critical of the interface and called for pictorial representations of the portfolio contents. 

Some of the learners questioned the need for their work to be help online and expressed concerns with the protection of their privacy. They suggested that moving the software to mostly offline format would allow the software to move away from an interface designed on HTML and avoid problems with privacy.

Recommendations

Staff and learners recommended that for an e-portfolio tool to be usable by arts learners, it needed to allow learners to use it in ways that are flexible, self directed, and personalised.

Viticulture, Plumpton College

“I think that in a few years time, e-portfolios will be standard, In the meantime, it might be an advantage” [Chris Foss, project leader].

Rationale

As part of the Viticulture BSc, students in their final year can take a 10 point Career Development module. Rather than producing a standard CV, the e-portfolio was introduced to encourage learners to reflect on their personal skills and establish the habit of collecting and selecting evidence to support their job applications. The project and module leader, Chris Foss, expected that this process would also encourage learners to consider their possible career paths and support them to make decisions about future employment. In addition, in this international industry, e-portfolios are becoming more common and it was hoped that some learners might actually be able to use the outputs of their work on this module in future job applications. 

Implementation

The assessment for the Career Development Module involves students making a response to hypothetical job advertisements. For the 2005/6 cohort, students were asked to make an application in response to a list of vacancies. The assignment brief was clear that students must make their application using an e-portfolio. The hierarchy of the e-portfolio was amended to include common questions that applicants might be asked. 

The learners were introduced to the Petal software at a demonstration session at the end of October 2005 and worked independently on their e-portfolios in preparation for the assessment deadline in mid January. Six learners returned initial surveys completed in the first week of December. Five of these six learners reported that they had used the software 3 – 8 times and 1 learner16 times. During this time learners experienced technical difficulties using the software, particularly attaching documents (as required for evidence), and generating the final presentation. Both learners and project leader were unsure of the appropriate routes to gain technical support. Learners commented that took up to two weeks to get a response to technical queries. 

Two of the cohort of nine learners produced assessable presentations. The remaining learners had entered data to the system and the tutor was able to login to view this in order to mark their work. 

Learner’s perspective

The learners were a group of mature learners in their final year of a degree programme, and most described themselves as confident and regular users of IT. They had previous experiences of completing CVs for job applications and could see the benefit of maintaining a CV to keep track of their skills and achievements. This group were focussed on the relevant and timely task of gaining employment after their degree and were aware of the international and competitive industry they were entering. They were acutely aware of the potential of the e-portfolio tool in this regard, as expressed by a learnerduring the focus group:

“I would use it if I was looking for jobs abroad I would find it extremely useful to be able to write to Mondavi and say here's my base CV, click on this link and you'll learn much more about my experience … It's a very good way of a) differentiating yourself because not that many people do it and b) not wasting time because somebody can have a better insight as to what you're about.” [learner at focus group].

In addition, the learners could see the benefit of having a single portfolio for life, noting in the SPOT analysis that ‘It will grow as you grow!’. They also thought that completing it had made them focus on their transferable skills and could be used to raise awareness of their weaknesses and identify future training areas and career choices. 

“If I’d come into it really fresh and I didn’t know what I was going to do and I knew I had a passion for wine but I wasn’t quite sure which way my personal skills were going to go I find doing this quite useful because it made me think about a much more structured way whether I was going to long term be happy in a vineyard or would I be happy in  a winery” [learner at focus group]

This focus on process was seen by the project leader as a crucial part of the e-portfolio tool and learners were aware of the benefits of creating a portfolio rather than a CV:

“I have to say that I'm not sure that I wouldn't have got to the same conclusion just by writing my CV in a standard way” [learner at focus group]
The learners consistently reported that they had found entering the data laborious and repetitive. The project leader was aware of this issue and had suggestions for amending the hierarchy for future cohorts. This would go some way to improving the learner experience, however, the reported frustration with the repetitive and prescriptive hierarchy highlighted this group’s desire for flexibility. Here learners wanted to create their own headings, move sections around and choose which sections were viewed in presentation format. The learners were aware of the importance of presentation in applying for jobs and felt confident to take more control of this themselves. One learner at focus group summed this up well:

I thought personally that if I had been leaving university for the first time and I had no idea of how to present myself it was a fantastic structure to make you think through all the possible areas that people might be interested in but what it doesn’t have is the flexibility to allow for mature students which most of us are I mean all of us have worked before. [learner focus group].
Despite the technical problems, a minority of learners had engaged with the possibilities for adding evidence through scanning in copies of their qualifications and testimonials. In response to this, the group raised concerns with the potential consequences of storing so much personal and professionally sensitive information online with regard to identity theft.

Recommendations

Learners in this case study worked on an authentic, relevant and timely task. To use the software to support their portfolio building and job seeking in the real world, they would need to be able to take more control of the presentation of their work to potential employers and be reassured that their work was stored securely.

Access to Art at Brighton

	Rationale

The Access to Art course has enabled artists with learning disabilities to develop their arts practice. The course team, Alice Fox and Andrew Kingham, received funding from the Arts Council to set up Phoenix, an artists group for graduates of the Access to Art course. This funding supported learners to attend sessions where they could use Petal to create an e-portfolio of their work.  
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The aim was that learners would be able to create somewhere to hold their work and record exhibitions they’ve been involved with. They would be able to leave with a card giving the address for their e-portfolio which they might distribute to galleries and share with their case workers and advocates. For many of these learners, keeping a record of their work has been problematic as they have moved home frequently and sold much of their work. As well as recording their progress, the e-portfolio could act as a valuable prompt for their future goals and ambitions. 

Implementation

The learners attended four sessions during November 2005 with the course team, carers or advocates. Each of these covered a different type of inputting process e.g. image, text, video, while covering a cross section of the subjects covered by the amended hierarchy e.g. who am I, likes and dislikes, things I can do, people who can help me, me and my work. Photographs and video were taken on the learners using the system for the evaluation.

In practice, advocates were required to do the data inputting and none of the learners left with a completed e-portfolio. Learners could be supported to take more control of this themselves by allowing their username to be their name, making the buttons larger, allowing for multiple uploading of images.  As well as these improvements to the interface, the team noted that flexibility, of both the interface and the final presentations output, is the most critical issue for these learners. 

“Customisability is key issue. Once students can change the colour of the background, it becomes theirs. It would help them feel like true artists. In this course they are treated like artists. That process needs to be taken seriously. If you are just putting information in – who’s in charge?” [Andrew Kingham, Access to Art course co-ordinator]
The learners enjoyed the sessions and were clearly excited about the prospect of gathering together examples of their work for display to others. 

Recommendations

The course team noted that Access to Art learners in particular, and many learners overall, would benefit from a simple user interface that used a system of easily recognisable and colour coded symbols.

Chartered Management Institute

“One of my missions is to encourage people to record their CPD. I believe very deeply that if you don’t record it you lose it.” 

[Anne Jones, Chair of CMI Reading Branch].

	Rationale

The Thames Valley Professional Institutes Partnership (TVPIP) and the Chartered Management Institute (CMI) saw the potential of e-portfolios to support professional’s continuing professional development.  Maintaining and e-portfolio could allow members to record their CPD, set targets, and demonstrate how they’ve applied their skills. The resulting e-portfolio could be used to organise evidence to encourage applications for Chartered Management accreditation, as well for other CVs, job applications or own marketing.
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“In terms of people who are interested in accreditation … we have great difficulty in getting people to go for Chartered Manager. I had the idea that if we started getting people to build up in advance of applying, because they’ve got the habit like a diary, of going and recording their skills and attributes and qualities they’ve developed, when they finally decided to apply… then you simply have it already there.” [Anne Jones, Chair of Reading CMI Branch].
Implementation

Anne Jones, chair of the Reading Branch of the CMI, organised two workshops in October and November 2005 for CMI and TVPIP members entitled “Inspiring Lifelong Learning: Tracking your Professional Development Online”. During these workshops, the 11 participants were given the opportunity to test and use two online systems: Lifelong Learning System (LLS) and the Petal tool. The Petal hierarchy was amended to include seven core manager’s skills required by CMI accreditation. 

Participants could then work on their CPD record, supported electronically by Anne, until the final evaluation session in January 2006. Two participants attended the evaluation session, where there was a demonstration of the Petal and LLS systems and an open discussion with Anne and the participants discussing their views on the systems they had used and their conceptions of the potential of e-portfolios.  

Learner’s perspective 

Although the rationale for this scenario had originally been linked to CMI accreditation, there was little interest from participants in preparing applications for this. Instead, both participants had started their own management consultancy businesses and were actively seeking work. The project manager was keen to support them to develop ways in which they could gather evidence to demonstrate to prospective employers or clients the skills, attributes and qualities they’ve developed throughout their previous careers. 

Discussion focussed on the reasons why participants hadn’t made use of the systems to record their CPD. As well as the familiar issues with usability, Americanisms and the difficulties in copying and pasting from existing documents, participants were concerned about what were the drivers for using an e-portfolio system:

“The driver for this is going to be the need of industry, employers, the people that you need to present information to. Where is that demand? Because I don’t see it.” 

[CMI workshop participant]. 

The participants suggested the following incentives and disincentives for using an e-portfolio system: 

· They already had both long and short versions of their CVs which can be distributed as appropriate.

· Employers, and particularly recruitment agencies, are asking for CVs not e-portfolios. The participants were mainly using internet based recruitment agencies who used search engines to select CVs of individuals with specific, relevant qualifications such as MBAs. They felt the pressure to provide their CVs in the requested format to improve their chances of selection.

· They did not see the benefit of having their e-portfolio stored centrally. As professionals, working with companies or for themselves, they were used to being responsible for backing up their own files.

· They could see the potential of e-portfolios for professions where multimedia would be useful e.g. arts, design, music, but not for management.

· Time to track and record CPD in already busy lives.

Recommendations 

Developments to encourage professionals to record their CPD need to be initiated by both the institutes that support them, and their accrediting bodies. With a group of professionals who are focussed on spending their time efficiently and productively, it is necessary to be clear about the need for them to develop e-portfolios.

Outcomes

In this section, assess the value of the project work.  List project achievements against the aims and objectives set.  Summarise project outcomes and their impact on the teaching, learning, or research communities.  Indicate who will benefit from the work, how, and why.  Also comment on what you learned that may be applicable to other projects, e.g. whether the methodology worked.

Each of the case studies in the previous section presents a contextualised view of one possible use of an e-portfolio tool. This section attempts to draw out common issues arising from these different case studies to inform future work. 

Project issues 

Project issues were primarily to do with size and complexity. There were many institutions and individuals involved with differing needs, assumptions and levels of commitment. The project “vision” was fragmented across sites. None the less, learners in community education (CE), further education (FE), higher education (HE) and professional institute (PI) contexts were introduced to and used e-portfolio and personal development planning systems based on and derived from the Open Source Portfolio (OSP) to prepare CVs and simple e-portfolio collections. In all cases we were able to describe a scenario for e-portfolio use and we uncovered many general learning points about the introduction of e-portfolios into learning and teaching contexts. e-Portfolios are about pedagogy and change, institutions and policy, success and evaluation on three levels: social, institutional and individual. But, most of all they are about learner difference and the tensions between the assertion of learner difference and individuation, and the achievement of institutional, social, or group outcomes.

Local issues 

Local issues were primarily to do with the amount of support provided to implementers of the case studies and the level of commitment of the implementers themselves. At the local level each case study had its own challenges. We observed that in all cases the implementer (the “teacher”) is crucial to achieving success with “learner” uptake of the system. Where the teachers had been most active in conceiving and designing the pedagogical intervention that the portfolio was supposed to serve the best results were achieved. Where the portfolio was a late, optional, difficult bolt-on to an already full curriculum and the teachers had not had much input to the pedagogical design, there was less chance of user uptake.

Adult community learning issues

One direction of inquiry has to do with the meaning of success in society; how can success be measured, how does success differ from person to person and in different contexts. Portfolios can help people to define their own success through reflection on past events with evidence from artifacts they have collected or constructed, often enhanced with peer or mentor commentary and feedback. Through portfolios people can construct a poly-vocal and multi-modal narrative of their lives tailored towards particular rhetorical purposes.

Portfolios are intended to help lifelong learning and to help the progression of learners within and between institutions and between national education systems, often in novel partnership arrangements.

Visual Arts issues

Much of the feedback related to technical and interface issues and reflect the specific needs of students working in media courses where there is a need for greater flexibility both in the kind of information being uploaded and presented (e.g. high resolution images files where quality of image is key, large audio files where, again, quality is important) and the mechanisms of presentation. From the latter perspective, students in art-related areas are used to having considerable control and taking great care in the quality, design and style of their presentations (which may be components against which they are assessed)and the inflexibility of the PETAL software in determining the nature of the final presentation of data was of great concern to the students. Whilst many of the students recognised the importance of gathering evidence of work together to present to peers, tutors and external bodies, the imperative of control over the design of the presentation led them to believe that PETAL had little to offer without substantial changes to the template engine driving the presentational side of the system.

Learning Disabilities Issues

There were clear issues both with the general IT literacy/capabilities of these participants and specific issues relating to the PETAL interface. A key requirement for these participants was a simple and easily understood interface – the terminology used was found to be confusing on a number of occasions. Equally, general accessibility issues came to the fore – these participants required assistive technology (specifically large button keyboards) to use the computers and various elements of the PETAL interface proved to be challenging or unchangeable (e.g. the size of text for some labels). However, the participants generally enjoyed the sessions and were clearly excited about the prospect of gathering together examples of their work for display to others and, as with the VPA students, the shortfalls in flexibility with regard to presentation output were the most critical issues. Aside from the accessibility issues, data input did not present too many problems although it may have been preferable to allow multiple file uploads so that collections or galleries of work could be uploaded in one go and presented as galleries or groups of work.

The use of video as a means of capturing participant input was also trialed in this case study and proved successful, both in terms of eliminating some of the accessibility issues and in capturing a more ‘realistic’ reflection of the thoughts and experiences of the participants.

The use of e-portfolios to enrich teaching and learning

First, the evaluation project set out to record the use that has been made of the Petal e-portfolio tool to enrich teaching and learning, and lifelong learning and to assess the extent to which the case studies had been able to achieve their plans. Project leaders for each of the five case studies were able to articulate their rationales for using an e-portfolio tool. There were recurring features within these rationales concerning both the product and process of learning.

All five case studies included the notion of using Petal to create a CV and ultimately to improve employment or accreditation prospects for those who used the tool. There was an expectation that the product arising from an e-portfolio would be of higher quality than a traditional CV and have distinctive features. Tutors suggested that CVs arising from an e-portfolio could link to actual evidence of work where the quality of the work is difficult to demonstrate through a paper CV e.g. displaying photographs of pieces of work in the arts case studies, presentations and reports in management, research papers in wine studies. There could also be an added advantage in entering competitive fields such as the wine industry or midwifery courses 

In general, learners agreed with these expected advantages and additionally suggested that e-portfolios could include audio or video testimonials, be easily distributed internationally and result in CVs which are more structured and cover areas they wouldn’t have thought of including. The CMI group noted that while such advantages are possibilities, acceptance of e-portfolios has to come from the industry and employers as well. Similarly some of the Access to HE learners expressed concerns as to whether potential employers would bother to logon to their site. 

Some tutors had specified real, practical outputs in terms of employment or accreditation: the Access to HE learners could use the tool to produce the UCAS personal statement, the Access to Art learners could take away a card with the web address of their e-portfolio, The CMI group could apply for Chartered Manager status. However none of the case studies progressed to the stage where learners used the tool to achieve their goal. In part this was due to technical difficulties which resulted in a late start so application deadlines were missed. It was also due to technical difficulties in creating the final presentations: the instability of the system and its lack of flexibility to create different presentation templates or allow for learners to customise the look of their own presentations.

As well as an emphasis on product, some of the case studies talked explicitly about how using an e-portfolio could support the process of learning. For some this was about the explicit tracking of skills development. Both the management (CMI) and wine studies case studies included elements where learners were encourage to log their acquisition of discipline specific skills and use the e-portfolio to gather supporting evidence. In other case studies, the process went beyond logging to reflection. In visual and performing arts this is a key skill of the discipline and the project leader articulated the intention that using Petal alongside the construction of a piece of work would support that reflective process. Tutors thought that such reflection would help learners to consider how to organise and present their work in a visual arts portfolio of work, write reflective personal statements in the Access to HE course, and consider career choices in the winery industry. In practice, the tutors and most of the learners in the visual arts case study found the linear and textual interface too restrictive to support this process, although the final year winery learners were able to comment on how producing an e-portfolio for a job application had helped them identify their strengths, weaknesses and interests.   

The extent to which the case studies had been able to achieve their aims was restricted by the technical difficulties. Despite clearly articulated rationales for their involvement in the project, tutors were overwhelmed by technical problems. From the practitioner’s perspective these were mainly problems trying to change the existing hierarchy to match their planned taxonomy of sections and headings, problems with customising the interface to suit their particular group of learners, and delays which left little or no lead in time for them to familiarise themselves with the software in advance of the learners. Both tutors and learners expressed confusion with where they were supposed to go to for technical support. Tutors got round this in different ways such as bring in another member of the myWorld team to run the learner induction, producing guides and helpsheets for learners, or having tutors sitting alongside learners to support their data entry. Where case studies had been integrated into learner assessment for credit and so had to be continued, project leaders found themselves needing to put in significant amount of time to support their learners. 

Experiences of practitioners

During the interviews, the project leaders were asked to comment on how well the Petal tool had met their expectations for localised customisability, their experiences of being part of the myWorld network and the impact of their involvement in the project within their institution.

The issue of customisability with an important consideration for the myWorld project which had deliberately selected open source software in the expectation that it would be possible to customise it to suit a variety of contexts in further, higher, adult and lifelong learning. The lack of local customisability in practice was an almost insurmountable problem for projects leaders, most of whom who did not have the motivation, knowledge or skill to attempt this themselves. The project found that the technical support offered by K-Int, Brighton and Oxford Brookes was vital to the running of the case studies. All project leaders specified further ways that they would have liked to have customised their interface, hierarchy and/or presentations in order to suit their course and learners if this had been possible. There clearly remains a strong desire from staff for products which can be customised locally. 

The project leaders reported that they had not had contact with other case studies beyond the steering group meetings. There was an over riding feeling that they were individually busy and pressured to complete their own project. Despite this feeling, there probably would have been benefit from more networking between projects facing similar issues, and sharing of resources such as learner guides, help sheets, accessibility guidance and assignment briefs. 

Some of the project leaders reported that their involvement in the project had had a small impact on their role within their institution. Project leaders at Abingdon and Witney (Access to HE) and University of Brighton (Visual and Performing Arts) were able to engage in institution wide discussions about the possible role of learner personal development planning as a result of their involvement in myWorld. 

Experiences of learners

There is surprisingly little known about the experience of learners using e-portfolio systems and there have been calls recently for more case studies and evaluations to be published (Ayala, 2006; Currant et al, 2006; Roberts et al, 2005). Unlike the dominant virtual learning environment where the use tends to be institution and tutor led, e-portfolios systems offer possibilities for their use to be learner led helping ‘students to collect, select, reflect upon and publish evidence of their learning and personal growth’ (Johnson & DiBiase, 2004, p. 18). We considered it important that such learner centred systems are evaluated by their users and those learners’ needs and experiences are recorded for the benefit of future projects. Making visible the learner experience was therefore a specific aim of this evaluation. During the focus groups learners were asked to what extent they had benefited from their use of the e-portfolio tool and asked open questions which prompted them to put forward their own views. Most learners demonstrated their clear understanding of the rationales expressed by their tutors for the use of e-portfolios in their context or course, and extended this with their own ideas about the potential of the system. 

The dominant finding was that the software was difficult to use and in some aspects, did not work sufficiently to complete the intended tasks. This was made worse because learners had high expectations of technology in terms of functionality and usability. Other projects have already noted that it is difficult to keep up with users demands for functionality and that current functionality quickly appears limited (Roberts et al, 2005). 

“to me one of the greatest frustrations was you can whiz yourself around PowerPoint or Publisher or any of the creative programs and then you’re left clonking along with this very basic . . .  it’s almost like going back to typewriting when you’re using a computer.” [learner from wine studies focus group].

They expressed disappointment that their work was not well represented in the final outputs from the software:

“I think the end presentation actually makes it almost impossible to appreciate the quality of the work that people have put into it.” [learner at wine studies focus group].

Although the technical and usability issues have been well covered in other reports arising from the myWorld project, there are some items that learners said they would want from an e-portfolio system which are worth noting for future projects. Learners requested more support and induction with starting to use the software through for example, a handbook, examples of completed portfolios, and more guidance on what to write in and/or attach to each section. In terms of additional functionality, they frequently asked for: 

· a spell checker

· the ability to cut and paste from existing documents

· scrolling input boxes

· easier to remember or not so many logins

· confirmation that data is saved and less easy to delete

· the ability to customise both the data entry and presentation outputs.

This desire for customisability is of interest. Personalisation, ownership and accessibility were raised as important issues for learners. Results from the survey found that two thirds (n=14) of learners are already customising their use of technology to some degree. When asked to give examples, learners said they changed:

· the font, size and colour of text

· the size of large pieces of writing by splitting 

· the format of headings to improve structure

· the screensaver

· the background desktop images, 

· desktop icons

· files and folder names. 

· the colour of the highlighter

· the colour of browser window.

Given the extent to which learners are customising their technology in order to personalise it and/or make it more accessible, it is not surprising that they expect the same from this e-portfolio tool. All case studies referred to the ability to customise it in some way. For example, the Wine Studies students, nearing the end of their course and actively seeking work, they were concerned about the lack of control they had over how their CV would be presented in terms of both content (headings, sections) and style (font, colour, layout). The Access to Art learners needed to develop ownership of their portfolio even during the input stage by changing the display colours for instance. In some cases, the desire to personalise the existing technology was creative and innovative. The Visual and Performing Arts students talked about their desire to personalise how images were organised and linked together and a learner from Wine Studies had attempted to include videoed testimonials:

“Now the normal thing on a CV is that you give referees at the end and on an e-portfolio it would be great because you could do video clips or photographs or testimonial letters or whatever it is and have your referees actually speak for you.”  [learner at wine studies focus group].
These findings support Beetham’s (2005) recommendation that learners e-portfolio systems should give learner control over their look and feel, allow users to include multimedia files as evidence and produce professional and appealing outcomes.

Despite the issues around usability and functionality, learners demonstrated a good understanding of the projects leaders’ intentions and their own ideas about how e-portfolios could be used. They engaged well in the focus groups. The outcomes from those focus groups that conducted SPOT analyses are provided in full in Table 2. It is reassuring to see that learners were able to articulate the potential benefits of such a system, in much the same way as their tutors. Of real interest to the myWorld project though are the actual benefits which learners reported, even through their rather limited experience of using the e-portfolio system. These were most clearly expressed by learners who used the system to prepare CVs. They noted during focus groups how it had helped them to consider what they were putting on their CVs e.g.  

·  “. . . as I was filling out bits of information I was interested to see how it would actually finally look to the employer. . . it made me think a lot more about what it is that I want to say” [learner at Wine Studies focus group]
· “Good to have a structure to it, I’m writing my CV and I’m babbling on, not knowing what to say. It will look good and set format.” [learner at Access to HE focus group]
Implications

Consider the future implications of your work and how others can build on it.  What are the implications for other professionals in the field, for users, or for the community?  What new development work could be undertaken to build on your work or carry it further?

There are three different abstractions that get blurred in e-portfolio systems design and implementation. If these three abstractions are given equal attention then interoperability and usability will be facilitated: 

· pedagogical design

· domain knowledge representation

· system interoperability

The pedagogical design of the course, the lesson plans must include an introduction to the meaning of e-portfolios as well as to the software interface. The pedagogical design regardless of the domain content has to at least consider the rudiments of human-computer interaction. The e-portfolio has to be relevant, useful and possibly assessed, in order to become embedded. The pedagogical design is to some extent distinct from the domain knowledge representation (epistemology) and its database (metadata, cataloguing system, course structure folder, activity network). Similarly the database design of the e-portfolio system is to some extent distinct from the system-to-system (predominantly xml) interoperability interface design.

Accessibility and usability

A thorough accessibility evauation was conducted by TechDis and Key2Access. The use of the ‘usability’ alongside ‘accessibility’ is deliberate.  Software may pass the current tests on accessibility but still not be user-friendly and therefore, not accessible in reality. PETAL has great potential as an e-portfolio but must, critically, be adaptable to the user’s skill, confidence and reading level/ability, among other things.

A variety of assistive software and accessibility tools were tested with PETAL:

· Text entry into fields using voice recognition software is possible
· Narrator XP reads some of the text but often says ‘cell’
· TextHelp Read and Write works by highlighting and reading back
· Accessibility features of Internet Explorer and Mozilla Firefox are usable (though not via institutional networks which lock out options)
· The TechDis Toolbar enables font change and colour background choice
Design and Presentation

· The use of red text could cause some difficulties for colour blind users in the identification of hyperlinks. The design could include better visual support cues for the keyboard user and provide a clear visible status for the navigation section / menu that is active.

· CSS and interactive scripting have been cleverly used to control what content is in view in the presentation view but this might cause problems for some older or simpler text-only / screen reading technologies as they may be presented with all the portfolio content at once.

· There is a clear problem with the design adapting to fit a standard screen size of 1280x1024 when there are three columns being presented as the screen can look quite cramped particularly when using the attachment column.

Navigation and Structure

· A clear homepage link should be provided at the top left of the ‘Welcome’ text.

· The primary (left hand side) navigation be re-coded to use OL instead of DL.

· Consider making the skip links visible at the top of the screen to all users (as keyboard users would find them useful).

· The use of Headings is extremely inconsistent and in most cases implemented incorrectly. Consider removing all H1-H9 from tables and think more carefully about how headers are used.

Content

· The images with no ALT attributes should be corrected.

Usability

· The site should provide a ‘how to use’ guide in which some basic advice on the structure of the site is provided. In addition there should be clearer contact details in the ‘about us’ section. We also suggest that an accessibility statement be provided. 

Media and Documents

· It should be made clear that attachments when clicked open in a new window. The project should consider how to provide accessible alternatives for inaccessible media attachments.

Technical Accessibility 

· Language – The natural language of the html pages need to be specified in the XML and HTML tags.

· Validation – There are numerous problems with validation of the documents but due to the complexity of the issues and extensive time needed we are only highlighting this issue.

· Tables – Tables should all have TH for table headers and also use the appropriate scope attribute. Standard H1-H6 headers should be removed from listing tables.

· Forms - All forms should ideally have explicit association between the form controls and labels.

Interoperability

· The presentation pages require the use of visual CSS to work effectively. The most interoperable approach would have been to physically break pages up into different documents.

· It was felt that it is essential that the resource provide a mechanism for printing portfolio content either through the use of printer friendly views or printer CSS.

Conclusions
The difficulty does not lie in the development of the source code but rather in the requirement for an intelligent design that accommodates the human aspects essential to making the project work (aspects such as the construction of a well reasoned navigational scheme and logical user interface design), which must then be followed by a smooth integration into the existing educational software environments, principally the course management system, the student information system, and the campus portal. ... In many instances, the failure to understand and harness the human aspects of software design, rather than the failure to machinate the computer aspects, is the major cause for the breakdown of an entire eportfolio project.  
The working knowledge of the context of use that the user has is at least as vital to the eventual success (or failure) of any system as the technical knowledge of the system designer. ... Formal methods of requirements capture, or so it is supposed, are incapable of rendering these dimensions visible. 
It is clear from feedback from case study participants that technical issues with the software prevented a full evaluation of the potential use of the PETAL/OSPI model. However, the case studies were able to highlight key issues both in terms of requirements for the system itself and more general issues relating to the creation and management of ePortfolios.

While technical problems led to reduced participation, the preparation for using the software and the process of organising evidence and thinking through how one presents oneself by way of an ePortfolio were extremely valuable exercises in all case studies. Across the studies it became clear that the underlying model of OSPI may be questionable with respect to applying across such disparate user needs. The imperative here was for flexibility not conformity; for mapping personal data in ways that cannot be predicted adequately by either technical developers or course tutors; for the layout and presentation of data stored to be a matter of personal choice. Indeed, even during the project period itself, significant changes in the world of technologies and ePortfolios themselves have taken place with the emergence of blogs as the new communications media and of “Googling someone” as the default way of finding out about a person.

Despite the challenges presented by the platform there were many valuable unexpected outcomes. For learners, the understanding of e-portfolio processes was surprisingly well articulated. End users clearly distinguished between the potential of e-portfolio processes and the sometimes buggy software (Sharpe and Benfield 2007). For learners, the "CV plus" is qualitatively different from a paper CV, but we noted that "e-portfolio literacy" issues exist for assessors as well as compilers and presenters. Not only is the preparation and presentation of an eportfolio a novel experience, the evaluation of an eportfolio is unfamiliar territory.

Perhaps most importantly it was recognised that ePortfolios are about process, not a tool or a product or a packet of information to be exchanged between systems. ePortfolio processes can be generalised as: collect, reflect, select, and present, and of these the most significant across the studies was reflection. The process involves people in communication with one another and with the discourses that articulate their life experiences. This, we argue, is not just a reflection of the state of the art with respect to either the tools or the practice, but a fundamental shift afforded by internet technologies that makes the collection, reflection, selection and presentation of an e-portfolio different from the updating of a CV or the maintenance of a physical portfolio. This fundamental shift is about making explicit the understanding that any product of the process is transitory, created for a particular rhetorical purpose and that reflection is where value inheres. It was evident that when institutional concerns were removed from the equation and the focus placed on the learner and their reflection, the processes might be disaggregated with different tools serving different processes.

major concern for the FE and Community Education sectors, and any departments wishing to implement e-portfolios outside a centrally supported VLE is the weight of the technical infrastructure required for SAKAI. The application is best suited to an integrated university-wide MLE implementation Far from being a thin layer, a SAKAI installation means implementing the full environment and then disabling tools that aren’t required. Issues discovered once the systems had begun initial roll-out included load and locking problems on the database (MySQL) and what could be considered show stopping issues concerning fragments of data being left in the system after a user requested a delete. For the UI and user experience the scale of work to be done on Sakai and OSP is significant (Smith 2007).

Implications

There are three different abstractions that get blurred in e-portfolio systems design and implementation. If these three abstractions are given equal attention then interoperability and usability will be facilitated: 

· pedagogical design

· domain knowledge representation

· system interoperability

The pedagogical design of the course, the lesson plans must include an introduction to the meaning of e-portfolios as well as to the software interface. The pedagogical design regardless of the domain content has to at least consider the rudiments of human-computer interaction. The e-portfolio has to be relevant, useful and possibly assessed, in order to become embedded. The pedagogical design is to some extent distinct from the domain knowledge representation (epistemology) and its database (metadata, cataloguing system, course structure folder, activity network). Similarly the database design of the e-portfolio system is to some extent distinct from the system-to-system (predominantly xml) interoperability interface design.
By far the most important issues relating to the software itself were those relating to the interface. In particular, the lack of a flexible mechanism for configuring presentational output was seen by all case studies as the most significant barrier to using the system. It was recognised from the start of the project that the choice of case studies at Brighton would represent real challenges to the system in terms of data presentation given the wide variety of  needs of participants ranging from the needs to add mixes of media/galleries of images in the Access to Art and VPA studies to the more formal CV-like presentations required for the Access to HE study. With the art-based case studies, there was a clear identified need to have considerable flexibility and personal control within tht e system that allowed each user to configure presentations that met the quite specific needs of their potential audiences – whether this be relatively simply requirements such as the software being able to present images organised into galleries or the needs of VPA students to reflect their design skills in the look and feel of their presentations as well as the materials being delivered by those presentations.. Unfortunately, the software failed to deliver in any of these requirements.

In addition, there were also issues relating to the data input interface that led to a lack of clarity in terms of either how to use the system or the kind of data the each field expected to be entered. Crossing an audience base that included users with learning difficulties, those for who English is not their first language and very IT literate students highlighted the specificity of terminology used within the interface and the difficulties in arriving at terminology that might be appropriate to all.

Recommendations

List any specific recommendations for the teaching, learning, or research communities.

The evaluation methodology took a case study approach to allow the differences between the case studies to be visible and valued. We have attempted to find some common themes across the different contexts although it is necessary to point out that each case study was based a small number of users, who used the e-portfolio system over a short period of time. It will be difficult then to generalise from these findings.  What the evaluation has provided is clear advice from tutors about what they need if they are to lead e-portfolio developments within their courses, and articulate responses from learners about their expectations and experiences. On this basis, and with these cautions, we have made 10 recommendations for future projects:

1. Local customisation. The e-portfolio system needs to provide the ability for projects leaders to customise their hierarchy and interface locally to suit their learners and their courses. Staff need technical support with this customisation. 

2. Reliability. The system needs to work reliably to save student’s work and allow them to produce their final presentations and share them with others. 

3. Usability. The system would benefit from an improved user interface with larger fonts, more readable text colours, larger buttons and easily recognisable and colour coded symbols. 

4. Functionality. Staff and learners made many suggestions to improve the functionality of the system. The dominant request was for more flexibility in personalising both data input and the output presentation. 

5. Support. Learners requested more support with using the system including guidance and support which is embedded into the system. 

6. Data protection. Learners are aware of data protection and privacy issues around working online and need clear answers and reassurance on what happens to their data.

7. Timing. It is important to have any new software available at the start of each course and for learners to know how long their data will be stored for and how long they will have access to it. 

8. Task design. The learners who were most able to express the benefits from working with the system were those who had worked on authentic, relevant and timely tasks. Devising such tasks is likely to be important to the uptake and value of e-portfolios by learners.  

9. Employers and accreditors. Learners are keen that those receiving the outputs from their e-portfolios are welcoming of their work. Future e-portfolio developments would be enhanced by the involvement of employers and/or accreditors. 

10. Networking. It would be helpful to promote staff at project sites working in pairs or teams and greater networking between case studies in order to motivate and support each other throughout the implementation and evaluation process. 

We would argue that there needs to be a continuing development of learner-centred services, not monolithic institutional systems. As the BBC is showing by using the Web as a platform, large organisations can use web services effctively. Continue service-oriented architecture development; continue encouragement of uptake of Web2.0 applications; continue PLE developments. most of all there needs to be a much stronger focus on the learning neede of end users, not institutions in development projects.
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Appendixes

Case Studies

Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP)

Chartered Managers Institute (CMI)

Abingdon and Witney College: Access to HE

University of Brighton: Access to Arts

Oxford Brookes University, PCTHE

Oxford Brookes University: Tools in competency assessment for future social workers

University of Brighton: Visual Performing Arts

Light-weight PHP-based CV builder and e-portfolio “Moodle-module”

Plumpton College: Career Development Profile
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