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Executive Summary
The Kent Personal Learning Portal Pilot (PLPP) project built on previous work undertaken by HE and FE partners in Kent and Medway as part of the Kent New Technology Institute (KNTI) initiative. Within the pedagogic strand of KNTI, collaboration began to collect and share resources to support students’ academic skills. The primary objective of the PLPP was to provide non-traditional students access to HE resources through the use of web technologies, providing services at any internet-enabled location. The portal allowed the four partner HEIs in the region to share resources with their partner FE Colleges.
KNTI approaches to orientation to HE and support for developing academic skills prior to entry were linked with e-Portfolio approaches of the JISC PETAL Project at Oxford Brookes and work on Personal Development Planning (PDP) being undertaken by CCCU to deliver shared resources through a portal interface. Partner institutions could also include local resources for their users. Pilot groups from partner FE and HE institutions were to use the portal to aid transition to HE. Evaluation of the implementation of the portal was undertaken to ascertain the usefulness of this approach to supporting widening participation.
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The project was tackled in three phases which necessarily overlapped:

· Phase 1 – Technical infrastructure and development of PLPP.
· Phase 2 – Identification and linking of resources into PLPP.
· Phase 3 – Testing and evaluation of PLPP.
The extension phase of the project, which was completed in March 2007 provided exit strategies for the e-portfolio, continued to work on shared authentication and looked at more efficient ways of sharing support resources as learning objects delivered through a metadata-driven search engine.

Wherever possible we adopted open standards and open source software. 

Technical development included:

· Apache Webserver and Tomcat to provide necessary web services;

· MySQL was used for both the portal and ePortfolio database;

· uPortal provided the portal framework and PETAL was used for the ePortfolio system;

· LOM IMS2 standards were used for learning objects.

· XML documents were used to create metadata-rich files.

· Only basic authentication and authorisation were achieved, though we investigated systems using LDAP and Shibboleth protocols. 
· KUSP Project to provide a Shibbolized portal (http://www.kent.ac.uk/is/kusp/)
Interoperability explored the extent to which the portlets from partner institutions can be linked through the portal. 

· Web-based static resources were designed for portability. The use of templates was explored to test the portability of resources between institutions or into a central resource.

· Web-based interactive resources should be designed in a way that enables them to be used as learning objects capable of being used within a variety of web applications such as VLEs.
· The PDP system in the pilot would provide output from the e-portfolio SQL database in a form that could be imported by other institutional (PDP) systems, using emerging interoperability standards (e.g. IMS, XML).


Progress against the primary objectives of the project is summarised below:

1. Facilitating wider participation: strong partnership links were essential to the success of this project. These have been further strengthened by the staff development work, and extended through the dissemination of the project.

2. Sharing support resources and services across institutions: The growing partnership between University of Kent and CCCU has demonstrated the potential for sharing expertise and resources to provide a valuable set of learning objects for non-traditional learners entering from FE and other access routes. 
3. Delivering tools and information from a wide range of sources to the learner at home or in the workplace: The project highlighted the difficulties of sharing resources across individual systems, even where open-source applications are being implemented.
4. Identification of issues which need to be addressed to offer cross-institutional eLearning systems and services: Technical difficulties were experienced by FE institutions as a result of their infrastructure and systems. The project highlighted for where improvements needed to be made in their infrastructure if they wished to access portal-based resources. Staff development proved to be a significant requirement, not only at a technical or operational level but also at a pedagogic one.
In addition, during the extension phase:
1. Providing staff and students with continuing technical and development support until the end of their course  of study, thus enhancing our evaluation of the portal. i.e. until February 2007
A further pilot group started in February 2006, and assessing the progress of this group added value to the earlier evaluation work.
2. At the end of the students’ period of study producing an exit strategy for the material entered into the e-portfolio to enable them to take their materials with them as they transfer to HE.  


Without firm interoperability standards for the transfer of e-portfolio data, we investigated the most efficient and useful means of enabling students to transfer data to any potential new portfolio system. 

3. Offering students and staff, who do not have access to the portal, the learning resources produced in the first phase of the project.

The conference in March 30th 2006 demonstrated interest from a number of institutions and organisations other than those involved in the initial project, e.g. the University College of the Creative Arts and we continued to explore other users’ needs within the region.
4. Sharing resources with students in partner institutions beyond the portal we will explore a solution, through which the learning resource component of PLPP can be made portable to other institutions’ learning system or web sites. 

The learning materials within PLPP have been developed into stand-alone learning objects accessed through an interface that allows other institutions to select and re-contextualise the materials for their own students. 

5. Through research and contact with other agencies, Rehash. L10 to national initiatives if appropriate e.g. JORUM and through the involvement of the University of Kent in the LearnHigher CETL we will both link to and offer PLPP resources.
The project has worked closely with JORUM and is offering core learning objects through the JORUM repository. 
The short time-scale of this project set up an unrealistic expectation for the full implementation of portal technology, most crucially seamless authentication of users to the portlets. This work is now the focus of the Kent University Shibbolized Portal (KUSP) project using further support from JISC.  Even the most committed of institutions take time to embrace and embed change. Tutors require time to adjust to new concepts and skills, which in turn they relay to students. Attempting to artificially accelerate the development process, inevitably results in tensions and misunderstandings amongst tutors and students. JISC extension funding will allow the implementation to proceed around the pattern of an academic year. 

In addition to a better understanding of the technical and logistic issues around portal technology to facilitate sharing resources, two HE institutions, sharing a common goal of supporting widening participation in a region, have demonstrated the benefits of collaboration for themselves, their partner institutions and potential students.

Background
Widening participation and the requirement to support academic skills in the context of retention has motivated most HE and some FE institutions to develop and exploit web-based resources and technology to support essential academic skills. There is substantial duplication and limited resources to create interactive materials within each establishment. The Kent Personal Learning Portal Pilot (PLPP) project built on the work undertaken by HE and FE partners in Kent and Medway as part of the Kent New Technology Institute (KNTI) initiative. As part of the pedagogic strand of KNTI, interest from FE partners promoted collaboration to collect and share resources to support students’ academic skills. At the Medway Campus a joint desktop project was being developed to enable students from the four HEIs to seamlessly access networks at the shared campus. In the spirit of this collaboration PLPP undertook to create a portal through which all four partner HEIs involved at the Medway campus, and their partner FE Colleges, could share resources that would benefit students in transition to Higher Education.The primary objective of the PLPP was therefore to provide non-traditional students with access to HE resources through the use of web technologies offering services at any internet-enabled location. 

This collaborative work was supported through the deployment of a number of key technologies and the development of common infrastructure and shared services.
 

· The Orientation web resources at CCCU, developed through KNTI were already in use with students prior to entry; http://orientation.canterbury.ac.uk
· CCCU were also well advanced with the web-based PROGRESS PDP system http://www.canterbury.ac.uk/support/learning-teaching-enhancement-unit/tools/progress.asp The PDP tool runs as a weblog and has a tutor communication link inbuilt. This was in operation within Health programmes which attract a substantial cohort of non-traditional students from the region.

· PETAL is an e-portfolio system, developed with JISC funding, which originated at Oxford Brookes University. It is based on Open Source Portfolio (OSP).
· The decision to go with uPortal was based on the fact that uPortal (http://www.uportal.org/) is developed and used extensively within HE. It is an open source and open-standard effort using Java, XML, JSP and J2EE which runs on Apache Webserver (http://www.apache.org/), which was the preferred platform at the University of Kent.

Aims and Objectives
The PLPP addresses the following Aims in the JISC Distributed e-Learning Regional Pilots Programme call for proposals:

· Facilitating wider participation

· Sharing support resources and services across institutions

· Delivering tools and information from a wide range of sources to the learner at home or in the workplace
· Identification of issues which need to be addressed to offer cross-institutional e-Learning systems and services.
In addition the extension will:
· Ensure value from engagement with PLPP by providing an exit strategy for PETAL e-portfolio system for existing users (students and tutors)

· Provide further evaluation data on existing users of PLPP system over the period of an academic year and track transition into HE to measure effectiveness and impact of the portal experience.

· Complete the development of an illustrative, searchable repository of centrally held learning objects (to support a range of academic skills), which exploits emerging technologies to provide a portable, flexible resource for FE and HE institutions across the region. 

Building on strategic e-learning partnerships between existing KNTI partners within the region, the project intends to set up shared services accessed through the web that will serve to develop an awareness of the HE learning environment and support the development of information skills required within it. This will be achieved through: 

· The project will pilot a personal learning portal. 

· The primary objective of the portal is to provide non-traditional learners with simple access to a range of services that will help them optimise their personal learning experience as they prepare for HE study, whether their actual course includes on-line course materials or not.  

· The services to be included are induction and support learning resources, personal development planning/e-portfolio and other portlet resources that can link to local resources of institutions making use of the portal. (In the early stages it was not clear how much true portal technology would be used, as this would be determined as the project progresses.)

· Initially PLPP aimed to provide access to both PETAL (e-portfolio) and the PROGRESS tool from CCCU.  There was substantial crossover between these two services and technical problems, which resulted in a decision to only implement the PETAL e-portfolio in the portal.  
Learning resources will be accessed from the partner institutions web services directly, via a single authentication process, which goes beyond web access originating at the student’s “home” institution.  Part of the project will be to establish the best way of handling authentication given the level of access that will be required and it may be necessary to have an interim solution whilst different options are explored further.

The long term aim is to find a way to maintain the records in such a way that they go with the student rather than being identified with their time at a particular institution. This will enable relevant aspects, such as the e-portfolio materials, to be accessed at a later time by students as they progress in HE.

The shared induction and support services provide a differentiated service by including self-testing which will direct learners to the most appropriate learning materials.  

Initial objectives included:
· The development of a single authentication system providing access to a range of learning resources.
· The provision of the services and learning objects to be accessed via a virtual desktop, allowing secure access to these resources for targeted students in partner institutions.
· Developing and sharing resources from various project partners.
· The assessment of the viability and effectiveness of the online services and learning resources 

· The dissemination and evaluation of developments on shared materials throughout Kent.

· Establishing a system that provides the user with access to the different services and which looks and feels much the same as a full portal and so would enable this project to evaluate the usefulness to the end user. Every effort will be made within the project to do as much as is possible with the portal development to ensure it is a true portal.

· Establishing a basic portal service with at least one true portlet which will enable the project to tackle the technical issues around developing a full portal and plan for moving the proof of concept portal towards a true portal in the future.
In addition the extension will:
· Research and develop a system to retrieve and transfer of data from student e-portfolio system (PETAL) in a portable format that could be used in HE PDP systems. (This will provide data to inform generic exit strategies for e-Portfolios).

· Continued support for users, staff and students, on current project including the provision of help services and training. 

· Evaluate the existing cohorts’ progress over an academic year using the PLP (rather than a few months) and their transition into HE during September 06–March 07.

· Cataloguing existing resource bank of learning objects into a form which are capable of re-contextualisation, by collaborative partners, through efficient search, retrieval and delivery methods using LOM 1.1. This would enable resources to be shared across a wider group of participants in a greater number of institutions

· Evaluate anticipated outputs and outcomes of extension project; specifically the potential of the developments to support efficient sharing resources.

Although the aims of the project did not change the emphasis moved from the simple provision of resources to a deeper study of their effectiveness with both staff and students in different institutions.

The original objectives remained largely as stated in the project plan (version 1.a.).  There have been two changes as follows:

1. Authentication – single sign-on was not possible within the scope of the project and it was agreed that as an alternative a detailed scoping exercise would be undertaken within the project and a report produced.

2. Personal development planning – The PROGRESS tool, supplied by CCCU was removed from the project as the difference in platforms (uPortal was deployed on a Unix/Apache platform and PROGRESS was ASP based and required a Windows IIS platform) meant that significant additional development work would have been required to make PROGRESS available through uPortal. The resources allocated to PROGRESS were diverted to making PETAL perform effectively.
3. Extension – Completing the transfer of the PLPP learning resources into RLOs offered the greatest gains for local education partners. Benefiting from student feedback the interface to the resources for staff and students took the project resources further than indicated by the project aims. 

Methodology

The pilot aimed to develop a learning portal designed to meet the needs of learners who would benefit from a substantial level of support so that they could subsequently engage with the HE learning experience effectively. Predominantly the target students were those who left school with few qualifications, and who were beginning to re-engage with education, with a view to entering Higher Education in the near future.

The project was tackled in three phases 

· Phase 1 – Technical infrastructure and development of PLPP

· Phase 2 – Identification and linking of resources into PLPP

· Phase 3 – Testing and evaluation of PLPP
· Phase 4 -  Extension

Each of the four phases produced a set of outcomes – all of which were related to the implementation of a set of shared resources to support online learning in the FE environment. 

This was achieved through the following components: 

· Providing access to an appropriate range of learning resources

· The provision of the services and learning objects to be accessed via a virtual desktop, allowing secure access to these resources for targeted students in the partner institution (South Kent College)
· The evaluation of the effectiveness of the online services and learning resources
In the extension phase:

The extension phase completed exit strategies for the e-portfolio, continued work on shared authentication and looked at more efficient ways of sharing support resources as learning objects delivered through a metadata driven search engine.

This phase produced a set of outcomes – which were related to exit strategies and the more efficient implementation of a set of shared resources to support online learning in the FE/HE environment which could be shared with the wider FE/HE community via JORUM. 

This was achieved through the following components: 

· Providing a technical solution to the export of data from the PETAL system
· The provision of portable storage drives to students who had taken part in the project for the transfer of personal data at transition.
· The production of existing resources  as reusable learning objects (RLO)
· The mapping of the existing support resources to produce effective metadata
· The creation of a digital repository for support resources to be shared across the sector
· Adding the RLOs to he JORUM database
Technical and user support to partners continued until February 2007 when last pilot group completed their course of study. Students were tracked into HE and evaluation of the impact of involvement with the PLPP experience on transition was attempted.

An exit strategy for e-portfolio materials was developed, working with staff and students in the pilot groups. PETAL can display the users' data as an HTML document (using the presentation templates) or as XML file. However, there is no way to extract the data as a set of linked entities, other than to copy and paste it from the screen. PETAL content is a combination of uploaded documents and entered information, and these need to remain linked (e.g. documents associated with certain Petal entries). The exit strategy preserved these links. Additional templates using XSL and/or XSL-FO stylesheets to transform the data from XML to a more useable format (RTF or PDF) and possibly adding the file saving functionality to Petal were created. (see Appendix K: XSL file to transform PETAL entries to plain text). The creation of a second application that could query Petal as a webservice and extract the data or write a behind-the-scenes system to extract the data from the database and export it to a directory for students at the end of their course was investigated.

Provision of storage medium, e.g. memory sticks or CD-ROM for students to take data from e-portfolio was resolved by providing all of the students in the group a memory stick, and giving full instructions for the transfer of data (see Appendix M: Instructions for taking your data with you at the end of your course ).

The existing HTML project resources were revisited with a view to making them into truly independent reusable learning objects, and a digital repository was created with a web interface for their storage and retrieval.  Using metadata to LOM 1.2 standards, as used in JORUM and the Learn Higher resources being created by our partner institution at Kent, we provided resources with a higher level of interoperability and contextualisation.

Phase 1 - Technical Development

Development work concentrated on back-end features (authentication and authorisation, providing channels to applications etc,) rather than work on the presentation since one of the uPortal default skins was used, the look and feel should adhere to JISC standards for middleware projects. All developments were undertaken using mainstream languages and standards.

Wherever possible we adopted open standards and open source software. In particular, we used:

· Apache Webserver and Tomcat to provide necessary web services;

· MySQL was used for both the portal and ePortfolio database;

· uPortal provided the portal framework  and PETAL was used for the ePortfolio system;

· Only basic authentication and authorisation were achieved, though we investigated systems using LDAP and Shibboleth protocols.
RLOs were formulated from Phase 1 materials using LOM standards in phase 4
Issues

The technical development of the PLPP was seen as an opportunity to road test technologies of interest to the partners in developing their portals. Wherever possible, the use of open standards has improved the likelihood of being able to import existing components and also of being able to re-use any components developed during the project. 

Authentication and authorisation remained a significant technical issue and the pilot produced a scoping document on this subject (see Appendix C: Authentication Method Scoping Document). The project team decided at an early stage that we would not let the problems encountered with authentication and e-portfolio affect our ability to trial the PLPP with users.

Phase 2 - Identification and linking of resources

A thorough investigation of student needs, linked to potential resources, was undertaken by relevant members of the project team in association with potential FE partners. This involved desk research and examination of a range of resources available within partner institutions and on the internet.  An audit of these resources was necessary to identify which would: a) be possible to link to the portal; b) be valid for the target groups; c) were fit for purpose.
Intellectual Property Rights

Every effort was made to use open source material.  The open source software used by this project is covered by GNU or other similar licensing. Support resources were drawn from different partners and we ensured that partners supplying materials are acknowledged as the original source and that they understand that the material will be made publicly available. Third party software and content will remain the intellectual property of the originating provider. 
In the extension phase of the project where objects were being converted to RLOs to be made

available to the JORUM databank, all object contributors were required to take out their own institutional license to cover IPR issues.
Phase 3 – Testing and Evaluation

Testing

This was a pilot project and as such the key objective was to test the concept with real students between September 2005 and February 2006. The approach taken throughout the pilot was to put the experience of the users before the technical development considerations of the system even if the technical solution was to resort to workarounds rather than optimum solutions.  There was also a recognition that the range portlets were not going to be as extensive as we had anticipated.
At an early stage pilot groups were selected using additional targeting criteria (widening participation students).  Groups were identified where students were aiming to enter Higher Education (Access to HE programme), and whose staff (tutors and technical staff) were prepared to undertake the time-consuming task of being introduced to a new system and way of working.  It became clear that constraints on working time in other institutions (FE), and the size of the task they were being asked to engage in, prevented some of the identified groups from taking part. A total of 120 students and 8 tutors finally participated in the pilot. 

Tutors and students were trained in the use of the portal by members of the project team working closely with each group   Effort was focused on providing online support, a help desk and training for both staff and students. Group and evaluation meetings led to amendments in the approach as the demands of users were taken into consideration and as the project progressed.  Project groups, across sectors, worked well together, aided by close geographical locations.
Extension to project:
Support

Staff and students were provided with contacts at Canterbury Christ Church University, continuing technical support at the University of Kent and visits were made by project staff to the lecturers of pilot groups. Students were provided with supported sessions on the transfer of data from their e-portfolios to the portable storage medium. (Appendix R; Final Report on Cohort 2)
Technical Exit Strategy
Strategies were formulated for the extraction of data from the e-portfolio system (see Appendix K: XSL file to transform PETAL entries to plain text) and instructions given for the transfer of data from PETAL (see Appendix M: Instructions for taking your data with you at the end of your course). Conclusions drawn from this exercise were that the data needs to be in text format and be under the control of the user. As no management data was transferred, work focused on student-generated materials from the e-portfolio.
Extension of existing support resources

The University College of the Creative Arts and Thanet College were included in the project, and expressed interest in using the support resources. These were tested in the Moodle VLE being used at Thanet, and evaluation exercises are ongoing during summer 2007.

Production of support resources as RLOs

All existing resources were re-purposed as reusable learning objects using the Reload Tool (http://www.reload.ac.uk/), and metadata was added to make it possible for the objects to be loaded into the JORUM repository. No templates were provided to allow partners to “re-brand” objects, as the license within JORUM is explicit on this point, and it was felt that access for wider audience for the resource was a priority. Tests were carried out to ensure that the objects provided were able to be used in the partner VLEs. The delivery of the RLOs was through a small digital repository using a SQL database and XML documents. (see Appendix P: Graduate Skills Technical Documentation)
Testing of Support resources
An objective of the extension phase of the project was to test the concept of the delivery of support resources online as RLOs with students between September 2006 and January 2007. The approach taken throughout the pilot was to put the experience of the users before the technical development considerations of the system even if the technical solution was to resort to workarounds rather than optimum solutions. 
The results of these sessions led to the following conclusions:
Students told us that

· They had difficulty finding and negotiating the many resources they find online

· Some of the information they found was contradictory

· They want resources to have the authority of their academic staff by being contextualised with their programmes of study

· They would rather search for resources than browse for them on the web

Academic Staff told us

· They want a definitive set of materials to help students avoid plagiarism

· They wanted materials to assist students with academic writing

· They want central support for students in assisting them in the development of skills

· They wanted ownership of the resources, not just the ability to put links into their Blackboards, as these were sometimes ephemeral.

Monitoring and Evaluation

The evaluation focuses on the feedback obtained from the Access to HE students who used the portal.  Student postcodes were obtained from those who participated enabling monitoring of their socio-economic status by post code.  Additionally, students on this programme do not have traditional qualifications such as A-levels or equivalent, which historically have eased progression.

The evaluation of the project aimed to:

· Identify the technical and organisational issues and challenges encountered in delivery of the project

· Highlight the key success of the project

· Identify the impact the project has had on tutor and learners’ attitudes to learning.

· Make recommendations for improvements

The evaluation report (see Appendix F: Evaluation Report) includes reflections and feedback from three groups: students, tutors and project staff.  Feedback was collected through a number of mechanisms: student electronic surveys (through the portal), staff surveys by email, a student focus group session and periodic project reviews. A variety of methods involving key stakeholders was necessary to ensure that all stakeholders views and concerns were represented in the evaluation.

Student and tutor baseline data was collected at the start of the project and then again at the end, in order to measure the impact and effect of using the portal.

A review of internal processes, developmental stages and critical actions was undertaken by examination of naturally occurring data such as project documents, interim reports, meeting notes, action plans, and timesheet and issue logs.  This information provided a contextual backdrop and diary of the progress of the project, enabling the evaluator to articulate the different stages of the project with any actions and outputs.

Implementation
Project Management

Initially the executive group, comprised of the phase leaders and the overall project manager, who met on a regular basis to plan and monitor project progress.  Phase leaders met together with their relevant groups as required for the different activities. Information on progress was maintained on the project web-site. http://www.kent.ac.uk/is/plpp The overall project manager monitored the project closely to ensure that risks are managed effectively, problems were identified early and dealt with appropriately.  

The executive group soon became subsumed into an active working group with all partners and roles represented. The small number of closely geographically located members made both formal and informal communication easy to maintain. The executive group meeting ceased, with executive decisions continuing to be made by the project manager and phase leaders based on the comments and consultation at the regular meeting. There was usually with a strong consensus between all partners. The Project Manager monitored the project closely to ensure that risks were managed effectively, problems identified early and dealt with appropriately and that progress is maintained throughout the lifetime of the project and all partners kept fully informed of the status of the project. Information on progress was maintained on the project web-site. http://www.kent.ac.uk/is/plpp.
Training requirements

As a key part of the project the needs of course tutors were identified at an early stage as possible. An open meeting introduced the Portal however specific training had to wait for technology issues to be resolved.  The PETAL portlet required some training about the role of the tutor in reflection on progress. The aim was to ensure that course tutors were fully familiar with the parts of the PLPP that they intend to use on their courses and able to act as a guide for those using the portal.

Members of the development team kept abreast of developments through reports from the phase leader at meetings. Where Tutor Training was required it took place either one-to-one, or in sessions with other staff teaching on the programme. 

Induction and training resources for students using the portal were provided to support a mixture of face-to-face and on-line modes. 

Technical Implementation.

The almost inevitable delay in recruiting to a new technical post led to a late start on the portal installation. This had a knock-on effect throughout the project. However, once in post our technical support was the key to the project delivering on the majority of its objectives. 
uPortal

There was a steep learning curve for getting uPortal installed and working in a live environment. This was partially due to lack of experience with several of the technologies (e.g. Apache Tomcat on a Solaris platform, mySQL, XML and XSLT) used by uPortal and partially due to a few bugs and configuration issues with uPortal. 

Although the uPortal quick-start installation was completed within a day, we had a significant amount of trouble with the ‘uPortal only’ installation The user guide from the University of Hull was very useful, but was not written for the current version of uPortal and therefore did not cover the version conflicts between Java, Tomcat and uPortal that we experienced.

Functional features within the portal all presented technical or operational difficulties. These are dealt with in detail in Appendix A, uPortal Technical Report
Authentication
Single sign-on (SSO) was not achieved for the pilot portal, so students had to re-enter their usernames and passwords when accessing the e-portfolio system or their institution’s own email service. The project scope was changed midway through the project and an authentication scoping exercise was produced in lieu of the SSO environment (see Appendix C, Authentication Method Scoping Report).
Inclusion of the CCCU home-grown PROGRESS personal development planning tool was removed from the project. The development time required to adapt this to operate within the portal environment was not available, and it was decided to focus on using PETAL for all groups.  The complex set of technical factors that contributed to this decision is covered in Appendix A: uPortal Technical Report: Section 3.7. With only one type of taught programme on the pilot this subsequently also turned in a sound practical decision that simplified the portal for users.
Significant problems with the PETAL e-portfolio tool left less time for customisation than was required. This resulting portal was not intuitive to use, and there are still problems with the accessibility of the software.  Accessibility issues are covered in the Appendix A, uPortal Technical Report: Section 4 and 5. 

Screen real estate
 was an issue for a number of systems that were integrated with the Portal. Since the header, tabs and ‘channel frame’ took up space, it limited the viewing of the integrated systems, which for the most part, were designed to be viewed on their own. These issues must be taken into consideration when designing the tab layout.
A number or resources were made available for inclusion in the Portal including:  
· PETAL e-portfolio tool: this was set up to reflect its use to support tutorial work in skills development.

· The Keyskills website: this site was set up to support Level 4 key skills in HE. http://keyskills.canterbury.ac.uk
· Study support resources for keyskills level 3: these were repurposed to support the use of PETAL for skills development. http://www.canterbury.ac.uk/plpp
· Manuals: manuals for the use of PETAL and the portal for both staff and students

· E-mail: accounts at students’ place of study.

PETAL e-portfolio

The PETAL software is based on v1.5 of Open Source Portfolio (OSP), produced by the Open Source Portfolio Initiative. The initial installation of PETAL took a number of weeks instead of the few hours that we were lead to believe. Installation issues are dealt with in detail in Appendix B PETAL Technical Report: Section 3.1.   

One of the selling points of PETAL was that its hierarchy could be customised for each group, allowing it to be used in a variety of settings. Since PETAL’s default hierarchy was not suitable for our pilot group, we designed a custom version, which was really a slimmed-down and slightly altered version of the default one. Setting up the new hierarchy was straightforward, but when we tried to publish it, the operation failed and it seems that the whole PETAL database was overwritten, losing all the user accounts and other configuration that we had done. Since we were the first site that had got as far as publishing and we were using a UNIX environment, it was difficult to separate PETAL problems from local environment ones. 

This publishing problem caused a major setback for the project, since it took almost a month (13 July – 11 August 2005) to resolve and it was very difficult to do other work on PETAL during this time. However, we were eventually able to create and publish the new hierarchy. (see Appendix B: PETAL Technical Report: Section 3.2.)
Customising the PETAL hierarchy also had the knock-on effect of making the existing Presentation Templates unusable. We decided that the best option was to abandon the existing Presentation Templates and create custom ones for our new hierarchy. K-Int produced instructions which enabled us to created a custom template which took about one week to complete. Our users now only have one template to choose from when they are making presentations, but it seems to work well.

At the beginning of the project, we hoped to produce a portlet version of PETAL so that it could be integrated into uPortal according to the JSR-168 standards. However, since PETAL was not designed with portal integration in mind, there were several issus about reconfiguring it as a portlet. In the end, we took the simplest option and used an IFrame to integrated PETAL into uPortal. While this was acceptable for the pilot project, it would not be suitable for a production system since the issues of Single Sign-on (SSO), accessibility and screen real estate were not addressed. (see Appendix B: PETAL Technical Report: Section 3.4.)
PETAL proved to be much more difficult to implement than uPortal, and it was mainly due to these problems that we did not go live with the system until the end of October. Though some of the technical issues were eventually resolved, many were not and we were left with so many doubts about the underlying architecture of the system that we would be reluctant to implement it as a live service, after the pilot phase of this project. The combination of technical problems with a clunky user interface and major accessibility issues, especially when compared with other commercial systems means that PETAL is unlikely to be used within the partner institutions in the long term.  However, a great deal has been learnt about ePortfolios that will enable partner institutions to make more informed decisions and enable technical integration into a portal. 
PROGRESS PDP tool

PROGRESS is a PDP tools developed at CCCU. It is inherently a weblog which can be tagged to specific fields within a framework of graduate (or key) skills and has an inbuilt tutor communication. It is extensively used by the Health Faculty and promised a good link for students in the pilot group, many of whom will use this in their HE programme. PROGRESS is described in detail in Appendix E, PROGRESS Technical Manual.
http://www.canterbury.ac.uk/support/learning-teaching-enhancement-unit/tools/progress.asp. Despite the fact that this tool was well established technology by the time the project started technical issues arose around its incorporation as a portlet in uPortal. These were primarily platform specific (uPortal was deployed on a Unix/Apache platform and PROGRESS was ASP based and required a Windows IIS platform) meant that significant additional development work would have been required to make make PROGRESS available through uPortal. The resources allocated to PROGRESS were diverted to making PETAL perform effectively.  
Other Web Resources

Study skills resources were taken from existing materials created by Canterbury Christ Church University. Resources relevant to Key Skills Level 3 and particularly suitable for use at transition from FE to HE were identified and, where these were linked html pages, each one was made into a single “object”, mainly single pages of text, interactive activities or Flash movie files. A navigation structure was added to make the objects useable and navigable in the context of the portal and delivered via an iframe. The use of the iframe made it possible to deliver a wide variety of links to the portal, including study skills materials for Key Skills level 4.

(see Appendix A(a): Diagram of PLPP)
(see Appendix J: Diagram of Study Skills Resources)
CSS scripts relevant to the programme were included to demonstrate the concept of the inclusion of external materials.

Group Identification

Early in the project several groups of students were identified to pilot the portal. The technical difficulties, which delayed the delivery of the software, resulted in the time available to implement the pilots diminishing. Two of the groups decided that they could no longer take part. The complexity of the PETAL system was also a factor for one FE college who felt that the time it would take to train staff and get the systems in use could not be justified in the light of other developments. Due to these technical problems with PETAL we made the decision to restrict the range of courses, and therefore tutors to be trained, to ensure we were able to test the portal in a supportive atmosphere.  
The remaining groups were ones which already had close ties with staff on the project, contained greater numbers of students than those originally identified and had the best profile for the students we wished to service.
We moved from introducing groups to the resources across a number of institutions to identify one key institution and working in a more focused way. In retrospect, the amount of support students and tutors required meant that we were possibly too ambitious with the nature and range of the groups originally identified. It was necessary to balance using resources to solve particular issues in the portal with those of evaluating the implementation of the resources with a group of learners.

Although there was a high level of commitment from the FE tutors involved in the project, difficulties in getting the whole system operational meant that early training sessions had to be repeated to make sure that the material was understood fully. Tutors in Further Education are focused on guided learning hours and therefore have less flexibility and time available to allocate to development work on a goodwill basis. Staff in Further Education are not as well resourced or supported as in HE, and their skills and understanding had to develop very quickly to support students and their own activity. Finding a way of offering remuneration for tutors and their institutions in the pilot took a considerable amount of negotiation at an institutional level in HE and FE.
Evaluation

The project was keen to undertake an evaluation that was thorough, but at the same time clear and straightforward. Due to the short timeframe of the project, evaluation methods that were easy to implement, analyse and report were essential. Implementation of the evaluation was fairly smooth and this was due to the relationship between the evaluator and key project personnel, such as the project officer responsible for the pilot phase and the technical project officer.  It helped that the evaluator was able to regularly attend the project development meetings and be party to the discussion and decision making that took place at these meetings.

The project worker leading on the pilot phase of the project worked closely with the evaluator to ensure that the evaluation timeline fitted with the teaching and learning timetable. The relationship between this project worker and the tutors who were participating in the pilot was critical to aid the coordination of any evaluation activity. This officer also played a critical part in encouraging students and tutors to complete the survey. Without this relationship it would have been much more difficult to coordinate a focus group session, which was relatively easy to organise given their support. 

It was decided by the project team that an automated on-line student survey would be preferred to a paper-based one.  This fitted the ethos of the portal providing a seamless access to a range of services and materials. Technically, linking the survey software to the portal was simple and straightforward to implement. Nevertheless, the first on-line survey at one campus was not possible due to technical issues with the server (the college server did not allow access to the survey site due to security settings) so paper surveys were completed in this instance. The problem was rectified and the on-line survey was used for all other student feedback. This was a prime example of how a strong project team, working together and communicating effectively were able to identify and rectify a problem quickly.

Student responses to semi-structured questions were obtained via a focus group session involving six students. This was an opportunity to capture student feelings, comments and attitudes to using the portal, and provided a useful student perspective on the pilot.

Tutors were surveyed by email, with a request to complete an electronic form. E-mail was felt to be the most expedient method of collecting information from tutors who were very busy, often unobtainable by telephone and who, in day-to-day work, responded well to electronic communication.  The form could be returned by fax or post if the tutor wished to remain confidential. Tutor feelings, comments and attitudes were also noted at various times such as training events and meetings, and notes were forwarded to the evaluator.  

Project staff feedback was obtained through email, general discussion and more formally, at periodic reviews.  These meetings were scheduled outside of the project management meetings and focused entirely on reflection of a number of key areas: Project Schedule; Project Team; Project Processes and Partnership Working. 

uPortal was built for the pilot groups and the PETAL e-portfolio tool customised as far as possible.

Staff from the pilot groups were given a day-long session to learn how it could be employed with students. Unfortunately the difficulties of implementing the e-portfolio system, and difficulties with IT systems in other institutions, led to a delay in introducing students to the tools. This delay had repercussions through the first pilot group as there was a large gap between the staff experiencing the system for the first time, and having to use it with students. This led to a lack of engagement which was remedied by further training sessions. The staff involved were committed to making the project work and to implementing a supported means of getting students to engage in personal development planning, but found it difficult to overcome the technical difficulties they experienced. Many of these were caused by the IT infrastructure in their own institutions not being robust and flexible enough to allow for the increased demands the project put upon it. 

Cultural issues between FE and HE became apparent throughout the project in the implementation of the e-portfolio tool. Existing practice for skills development in the FE College involved in the pilot is largely quantitative. As the focus of the project became targeted more closely on supporting study skills through a tutorial process to aid the transition to HE, the more reflective culture of Higher Education had to be grasped by the partner participants, both staff and students. This proved to be easier in a single pathway group, Health Studies, where there is one group tutor. In the modular Access to HE programme some tutors did not take responsibility for implementing the system. Where there was staff engagement, there has been a significant record of personal development made by the students.

Outputs and Results

Outputs

At a tangible level the project delivered a live pilot portal in use by over 100 users which will be maintained until 2007.  (see Appendix A(a): Diagram uPortal) This delivers a variety of resources to users which include a customised e-portfolio tailored to support skills developments through a tutorial system and online study-skills support. Though a basic portal service was established and pre-existing portlets were deployed, the project did not have the time and resources to build any new portlets from scratch. 

The integrated ePortfolio system, PETAL, allows students to maintain and update their information and provides each user with a web-accessible 100 mb of storage space for evidence produced throughout their programme of study. 

Users manuals were developed for uPortal and PETAL to support training sessions for both staff and students (see Appendix G: uPortal/PETAL User Guides ) 
Problems with authentication were commuted to a scoping document which discusses a range of authentication options (including Shibboleth) for uPortal and ePortfolio systems. (see Appendix C: Authentication Method Scoping Document)
At the end of the evaluation period a full-day conference was held to disseminate the results of the project to other institutions and agencies in the South East. The Journey into HE Conference on 30 March 2006 was attended by 50 delegates. (See Appendix H, Conference Programme).
Problems with an exit strategy for the e-Portfolio system were commuted to a technical report which discusses simple solutions to the transfer of data at transition points for students (see Appendix S: KPLPP Exit Strategy Report).

30 RLOs were produced for the JORUM repository primarily targeted at support materials to support academic and information skills. More objects are in preparation.
A searchable digital repository with open access was produced for skills support materials

http://www.canterbury.ac.uk/graduate-skills
A requirements specification document for the small digital repository was produced to outline the design and features of the site (see Appendix Q: Graduate Skills Requirements Specification) and a technical document was created which discusses how this was achieved (see Appendix P: Graduate Skills Technical Documentation).
Conference Reports 
JISC DelDis Conference 5 June 2006, Lifelong learning for all: e-learning from concept to practice

School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) (http://www.kent.ac.uk/is/plpp)
JISC online conference, June 2007 Innovating e-learning

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_conference07/programme/abstracts.aspx#barry

Designing for Learning: 4 July 2007, Greenwich   

http://web-dev-csc.gre.ac.uk/conference/conf32/index.php?p=250#111:25
At an intangible level outcomes include:

· Knowledge of portal and ePortfolio software and related technologies (Apache, XSL, Java, MySQL, etc.) gained.
· Knowledge about Single Sign-on and authentication methodology.
· Knowledge of portal integration technologies (iFrames, Portlet bridge, WebProxy, etc.). See Appendix A, B, and C Technical Reports for detail of outcomes.
· Knowledge of the application of IMS standards to RLOs

· Knowledge of methods of data transfer between e-Portfolio systems (see Appendix S: KPLPP Exit Strategy Report)

· Knowledge of Web 2.0 related technologies (such as tag clouds, user rating systems and user specified tags)

The experience and knowledge gained has formed a valuable framework for developing a Shibbolized portal through the KUSP project and for informing other portal developments throughout the partner institutions. 

Working relationships were greatly strengthened between partner institutions and have led to proposals for continuation which demonstrate the increased commitment to sharing and supporting students’ access to HE at a regional level.

Results: Students

Focus Group Findings

The focus group session held with six students was extremely enlightening and, although it represents a snapshot of the feelings and beliefs of a small sample of the total students involved in the pilot, it nevertheless highlighted a number of key issues from a student perspective.  The session also gave an insight into how the students perceived their tutor’s role in the project. (see Appendix F: Evaluation Report.)
General:  At a learner level, students have grasped the idea of the portal, can see its value as a learning tool and showed enthusiasm for the pilot and the further development of a personal learning portal for students like themselves.  Those students interviewed were able to clearly identify a number of areas of the portal that they found frustrating and discouraging.  At the same time, they also identified a number of features that they appreciated as learners. 

Ease of access: The students liked the idea of the portal and displayed enthusiasm about its use as a learning tool but need to know that it can be accessed quickly and reliably.  This means immediate access using a simple URL with one password allowing entry to the whole portal. Students like having remote access to files and appreciate the storage and sharing facility offered by the site. 

Useability: The students who participated in the focus group session were IT literate and felt that the portal was easy to use and navigate through. Furthermore, no-one experienced problems in using the e-portfolio system. Nevertheless, they also added that there were other students on the pilot who had very basic IT skills and whom appeared to be daunted by the site.  

Portability: to ensure 100% buy-in, the portal contents need to be portable so that the students can take information with them from one learning experience to another (over a period of time and with different providers).  This is a crucial selling point for students.

Introduction and training:  The induction experience may vary according to level of IT skills.  Students who have basic or limited IT skills may need IT training in conjunction with portal training.  The students felt that it was important that an introduction to PLPP should be made at the very start of a learning course, preferably during induction week, so that it is presented as an integrated tool to help their learning journey.  The portal should not compete with other systems and tools presented to students as this would be confusing and discourage students from using either.

Tutor involvement: The students believe that tutors need to be 100% committed to using the portal as a teaching tool. Tutors were 100% committed to getting the students to use it but student use would be encouraged further if tutors used the site themselves.  Students would like to see regular use of the site by tutors, specific use for lessons (an example was given that tutors could post up a piece of research useful for an assignment) and using the portal as a way of providing informal feedback.

Integrating the portal: During the pilot, students were encouraged to use the site during an IT session once a week and, although access was possible outside of lessons and from home, they felt that its use needed to more formally available through the taught part of the course. Students would like to see the portal integrated with day to day teaching and learning so that it becomes a friendly, well-used tool by all concerned. 

The baseline survey showed that just over half the students were confident about managing their own workload. Just under half of the students in the baseline were confident about finding and using resources on the portal and this probably reflected their general confidence about IT resources and websites generally.

A third of the students (33%) said that they were not very confident about reflecting on their progress during their course.  This proportion had dropped to 18% in the post survey indicating that involvement in the pilot had helped students to reflect on their progress. Similarly 35% of students in the baseline were not very confident about recording their progress and this had decreased to 22% after using the portal.

In the baseline, the majority of respondents felt that receiving regular feedback about their progress was very important and thought that they would seek additional feedback outside of regular assignments. The final survey identified that students were disappointed that the portal was not being used to its full extent: including the fact that few tutors were using it to provide feedback. 26% of students had received a little feedback via the portal and 44% received none at all
These findings were reinforced by the findings of the evaluation of the experience of Cohort 2. (see Appendix R: JISC PLPP Final Report on Cohort 2)
Results:Tutors
Tutor engagement was achieved in the project but not to the extent hoped for. It became apparent from the student focus group and from tutor feedback that the tutors were unclear about how to use the portal as a teaching tool.  Tutors had engaged with the fact that their students could use the portal and resources for their personal learning, and in most cases were encouraging the use of the portal in a weekly session. It had not registered with tutors that the use of the portal could be integrated into lessons and tutorials or that it could provide a tool with which to signpost further learning and to provide further support and encouragement for additional learning outside of the classroom. Rarely was the portal used by tutors as a communication tool for informal feedback and participation in their students’ reflective learning. 

A comparison of the tutor baseline survey and final survey shows that tutors maintain a belief of how

the portal can help them to support their students, but that most participating tutors are not confident about using the site themselves.  This confidence increased with training, but final feedback showed that a few tutors were still struggling to make effective use of the portal.   As with the students, tutors felt that it would have been better if the portal had been introduced early in the year and that there was some conflict with using MOODLE and the portal. (see Appendix F: Evaluation Report.)
Outcomes
The project raised awareness of the possibility of developing life-long records of experience and study in our own and partner institutions. Contact with FE colleges was strengthened through an increasing understanding of what is required to prepare students for Higher Education. 

Study Support materials have been well received and are being used across a wider range of institutions staff as a result of the dissemination activities. The e-portfolio tool and the portal, although complex and non-intuitive at times, proved robust in themselves, although sometimes difficult to interface with other systems at a local level.

Alongside technical issues raised were the cultural differences between the two sectors and the differences in working conditions and patterns. These were further exacerbated by current financial changes in FE.

The project has raised the levels of awareness and knowledge of learning portfolios and e-portfolio systems for all those involved; project staff, tutors and students. Project staff and host institutions are now aware that a shared platform of resources is possible across partners and different sectors.  This is a big step forward to providing a practical tool which can possibly increase student performance, attainment, progression and retention.

The project had a positive impact on students’ attitudes to personal development planning, especially reflective learning.  Student buy-in to this was encouraged by the fact that they were hoping to progress to university where this learning approach is encouraged. At the same time, the students appeared to grasp the concept of the portal immediately and had no trouble assessing its value as a learning tool.  It was also comforting that students could see its value as a teaching tool even though it was not used regularly by tutors. From a student perspective, tutor use of the tool would have encouraged their own personal use, especially if use was integrated with lessons and tutorials.

Students liked the fact that the portal was potentially a one-stop-shop for resources, links and documents. Portability was important to students, and although this was not achieved in the scope of this project, it is a crucial selling point to users.

The project will provide evidence to partner institutions, stakeholders and practitioners that a shared resource platform can be achieved and utilised to positively effect teaching and learning. Although the portal, in its current state, requires further modification to improve access and usability, the pilot has provided a resource which, in principle, will be of value to non-traditional learners and their tutors, easing and encouraging transition through different levels of learning.  This project demonstrates to practitioners and learners that local education providers are working together to make their learning journey easier.  This will be achieved if interoperability and portability can be made possible between all local providers.

Process Review 

Teamwork and relationships: The commitment and efficient deployment of a core team of individuals was critical in helping the project to achieve its aims and to stay on schedule. The project rescheduled the implementation date for the portal because of problems encountered with PETAL.  Nevertheless, the technical officer and key project officers were able to overcome subsequent hurdles and meet other deadlines and milestones. This was achieved by effective teamwork and a positive team spirit.  Specific deadlines such as Training Days helped keep the team focused and, although these deadlines provided additional pressure, they also ensured that resources were mobilised efficiently. Regular review of the project plan and action plan helped the project to achieve its objectives to a planned timeline.

The relationship built between the project staff and the tutors involved in the pilot was extremely important, especially through the initial phase where problems were encountered with the e-portfolio system.  Regular liaison and communication with tutors helped to keep them on board and to maintain a level of commitment to the project.

Knowledge building: The project work has increased project staffs’, FE tutors’, and students’ knowledge of e-portfolio systems.  It is hoped that this knowledge will be passed on to colleagues and partners through formal dissemination, formal and informal resource sharing, at the project conference and as part of the continuation activity. For project staff, this knowledge will continue to be nourished through further exploration of the portal with new users and through examination and review of alternative e-portfolio resources in the market place. There has been an increase in the knowledge of implementation of portal services for partner institutions which can also be shared and utilised on other projects and activities.
The creation of a small digital repository in the Extension Phase required a significant updating of skills within the University Web Team, especially in the generation of xml script and database driven resources. There has been interest in this work from other institutions at dissemination events. (Appendix P)
There has also been an increased understanding of the ways in which adherence to standards to ensure cross-platform delivery can hinder, as well as help when their complexity puts a barrier before users.
Partnership working: The project depended on the collaboration of a number of local partners. This relationship has been a critical factor in the project and has led to the successful project working. Sharing information, resources, intelligence and knowledge across partners is sometimes difficult due to politics and internal issues, but this project has strengthened existing relationships between partners and individuals, as well as forging new relationships which will no doubt be of value for future collaboration. The bid for extension funding demonstrates a clear sense of direction for collaboration and its potential benefits within the region.
Policy and practice: The problems encountered through exploring the use of a new system in such a limited timeframe have been a huge learning experience for project individuals which can be shared with the sector, to inform future practice.  Identification of key issues related to developing PLPP will help partner institutions with future projects, e.g. authentication issues, IPR issues. At a regional level IPR has been waived so that the resources created for this project (skills assessments, Study Skills material, PETAL manuals, etc.) are designed to be shared. Continuation funding will further develop a delivery medium that will allow institutions to not only access resources via the web but to download and manipulate them for use at a local level.
The PLPP learning materials as RLOs are an integral part of the Graduate Skills Policy at CCCU which is currently being implemented for the new Graduate Modular Scheme. They are embedded in a skills module at Thanet College. 

Conclusions

The two technical reports draw conclusions on the software packages used and the Authentication Methods Scoping document (see Appendix C: Authentication Method Scoping Document) discusses the issues for developing an authentication framework for a portal system. 
Some general lessons learned from this project are:

· Single Sign-on is as important as we thought. Maintaining a system with multiple passwords is not scalable!
· It is important to test and optimise the system for equipment that is likely to be used. In our case the student lab PCs had 15" monitors with 800x600 resolution. Deigning for the user environment should be undertaken from the outset. Screen real estate issues take time to resolve.

· Our experience with the open source software in this pilot was mixed. Products without a good support community should probably be avoided unless developers are willing to undertake troubleshooting and development work. (see below)

There are inherent problems in using open-source products within short term projects. Open source development relies on a rigorous sharing of progress, often based on communication via email or users groups. Newcomers to open source products are not always able to benefit or contribute to progress in the short-term. JISC should consider carefully directing projects to applications, especially in such a dynamic environment where new products are frequently introduced to the marketplace without the protocols or depth of testing associated with commercial alternatives. Allocating sufficient time and resources for reviewing and evaluating products is problematic for projects. Often, in order to make a bid, rapid decisions, based on brief demonstrations, are made to adopt a product. Ideally a procurement process would be undertaken before adopting any open source software package that is at least as rigorous as for purchasing a commercial package. This is often difficult to achieve in the short time frames established for projects, such as these regional pilots. JISC should explore how it can benchmark products as fit for the purpose or at the least attempt to make developers indicate a state of readiness.  
A small core team, meeting regularly and empowered to make rapid decisions without the necessity to refer to an executive group, who meet only occasionally, are more likely to be successful in implementing a small scale, time-restricted project plan. By building up empathy and understanding with key personnel, a project team is better placed to resolve any issues quickly and efficiently. Tasks which require the team to work together will increase team cohesiveness. Lines of communication and responsibility should be clearly highlighted. In the development phase, having individuals dedicated to the project may be crucial. Early face to face meetings with key individuals fosters commitment, engagement and accountability..

The use of portals, as a teaching and learning tool, should be encouraged by integrating their use with day to day learning and teaching activities whenever possible.  The tool should not be seen as one of many (similar) tools, introduced to students for discretionary use, but should be introduced at induction as the tool for personal development planning.  If resources on the portal compete with other resources available to students, the portal may become redundant.  At the same time, the portal needs to present resources that are the most valuable to their users (compared to other resources available). 
Implications

Recognition of Goodwill

Small scale, tight projects require goodwill from participating partners in the allocation and deployment of resource (e.g. more staff time was needed than was officially allocated in the plan). Goodwill should be formally recognised by partners who sign up for similar projects.

Cultural Issues

When working across sectors, cultural as well as technical issues have to be taken into account. There is an interest in sharing resources across institutions but, as FE colleges are significantly less well resourced than HE, electronic resources may not be readily shared. There are implications for shared provision in the retention and transfer of e-portfolios between sectors, but standards are as yet so far away that it is difficult to see how this can be achieved in the short to medium term.

Communication

Communicating with individuals from third party providers (e.g. software suppliers) may be difficult, especially if contact is limited to email and electronic help facilities.  Face-to-face meetings with suppliers, or a coordinator who has direct access to a supplier, should ensure that issues are resolved quicker and that confidence is maintained.

Open Source Software (OSS)

One of the important features of adopting an OSS approach is access to a development community for knowledge sharing and support. In the case of uPortal the strong community provided an invaluable resource throughout this project. 

Since PETAL was an offshoot of the OSPI (Open Source Portfolio Initiative), it should have come with similar benefits from the OSPI community. However, because PETAL had been split from the main OSPI tree, we found that our support resources were limited to a single support company (Knowledge Integration), who had restricted resources for helping with our problems. Similarly, any knowledge gained or enhancements created through this project were not fed back to the OSPI community. OSS projects can easily die without a strong support community. It is important not to create a dead-end for OSS developments by splitting them from the main tree.

Further Development

The project recognises the need for further work in the following areas:

· Exit strategies from e-portfolio systems using a common interoperability standards

· Establishing an accessible technical solution to create web/VLE resources, drawn from the central resource of learning objects. 

· Using metadata to provide routes to learning objects outside of a specific institutional content management system.

· Establishing a network of users in the region who would draw on a central resource of learning materials which could be tailored closely to their needs.

· Developing the conceptual understanding amongst both tutors and students of reflective learning and the contribution of e-portfolios.
· Integrating small, local digital repositories with larger banks such as JORUM to produce effective search and retrieval mechanisms.
The PLPP project has already led to a number of related developments, notably the University of Kent has embarked on the KUSP project which will draw on the experience of the PLPP project to investigate Shibboleth authentication and create a portal, based on uPortal software. http://www.kent.ac.uk/is/kusp/
At a National Level

· Establishing a staff development programme to support partner institutions to exploit e-portfolio resources for transition. The Centre for Recording Achievement offers an excellent forum for dissemination of practice and could assist in avoiding duplication of effort across the sector. 
· Improving the accessibility and usability of uPortal and PETAL (and OSS systems in general) has proven to be time consuming. Accessibility is often left until last in software projects. Ideally this should be a prime objective from the outset. 
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