COMPORT: A Comparative Study of e-Portfolio Implementation in Work-Based Learning 
The COMPORT project (March 2007- March 2009) was funded by JISC as part of the ‘HE in FE’ strand of the e-Learning Capital programme.  Three N.E. regional F.E. colleges worked in partnership piloting the introduction of thee different e-portfolio technologies with three different target groups of H.E. work-based learners. The partners were: Gateshead College (lead Partner), City of Sunderland College and South Tyneside College.  In addition to the final report the different approaches to implementation are described in case studies.  All material from the COMPORT project is available on the project website at http://comport.gateshead.ac.uk .

Implementation Case Study 1: City of Sunderland College.
Background

	College
	City of Sunderland College

	Target Course

No. of students
	Foundation Degree in General Service Management, Yr 2 

35



	Typical Background
	Mature Work-based learners.  Most of the current year group are working in school administration. The majority have no experience of using IT to support their learning


	Study Pattern 
	Mixed. Students are in full-time employment: one group attended College for one-and-a-half hours for one evening a week for 30 weeks whilst the  other two groups attended for two full days (9am – 5pm) each month for nine months



	Assessment Function of e-portfolio/PDP component
	The PDP module provides 50% of year 2 marks 

	Prior experience of Professional development planning or e-Portfolios.
	The group have used a paper-based PDP in yr 1, so they are familiar with the concept and purpose of the PDP.  Hopefully they will be able to compare their experience with the new technologies to their previous paper-based experience.

	e-Portfolio Technology Used 
	Blackboard VLE utilising additional templates (developed in-house to replicate existing paper-based PDP). Use of mobile devices (PDAs) as subsidiary strand – students to keep and use to take notes, record images and sound.



The COMPORT team at City of Sunderland College chose the PDP module from the Foundation Degree in Business Management as a suitable subject for their study because the module is central to assessment of practice in year 2 and, given the work-based patterns of study, there was a need to improve the flexibility and accessibility of learning, recording and assessment tools to support the Professional Development Planning (PDP) process.  As the students were already familiar with the concept of the PDP from their first year of study, this allowed the team to focus on introduction of in the technology rather than issues around engagement with the PDP process.  They hoped to encourage individuals to see the technology as an opportunity to develop a creative approach to portfolio development, in line with the self-development aims of the PDP.

From the outset the project was well supported at senior management level: the Director of H.E. provided additional funding for PDA equipment to support work-place evidence collection, and the Director of Learning Resources undertook to provide initial and ongoing technical and logistical support – a key factor given the variable range of IT experience. 

Installation and Induction

Having a clearly focussed and well supported project made it easier to meet what were fairly ambitious setting-up targets: beginning work in May the team aimed to complete all preparation work – purchase, installation and testing of technology, preparation of templates and help guides, training of staff and introducing students to the technology - in time for a September start. The PDA technology was duly purchased, tested and installed in time for staff and students to be introduced to it and the e-Portfolio tools, at their year 1 end review in June, so that when they returned in September they would have had time to reflect upon concerns and hopes and have questions that would help to get the induction process rolling.  During the summer the PDP document templates were designed and VLE tools configured. Teaching staff underwent training to enable them to support students directly, in preparation for induction at the beginning of the academic year.  The team felt that a comprehensive and effective introduction was vital to success and therefore allowed four weeks at the start of term for an extended practical introduction to the new technologies. 

The induction began with the PDA devices.  A deliberately informal approach was adopted: in the first session of the module each student was given their device (the whole boxed kit) and, after a short explanation about main functions and charging the battery, they were invited to take it home and play with it. The students responded by taking an enthusiastic interest in the technology – even those with limited IT confidence were re-assured by the PDA’s similarity to the mobile phone technology with which they already felt comfortable.  Their initial experience was reviewed in the following class session using a ‘show and tell’ format. 
Introduction to the Blackboard e-Portfolio system was also straightforward, but involved a different strategy. The Blackboard VLE is well-established at CoSC and is central to the academic life of the college. The college runs the full academic suite, which includes an in-built e-portfolio tool as part of its content management system. The students had used the VLE environment throughout their first year and, in order to maintain the sense of familiarity, the newly designed PDP templates had been carefully modelled on the paper-based forms used in year 1.   No effort was made to introduce any additional functions and tools within the e-portfolio: the plan was not to confuse things, but to keep it simple.  

Learner guides (based around screen shots) were prepared, providing instructions on: how to create a portfolio, how to manage the content and how to share content with (chosen) others.  These guides were made available via the VLE and all learners received hard copies.

The e-portfolio system was introduced to the group at the start of the year through a presentation given by the module tutor, using an interactive whiteboard to demonstrate the key tasks and functions.  The tutor tried to minimise any concerns and fears that arose by taking a deliberately informal and positive approach, allowing plenty of time for questions.  Follow-up demonstrations were provided as needed to ensure full understanding and confidence in use.  Subsequently some students commented that the initial presentation was helpful, but they would have found it easier to understand if they had been able to apply the knowledge themselves immediately on computer workstations.

Ongoing Technical and Practical Support

The variation in IT experience across the group was addressed by providing on-demand support - in the home or workplace if required.  In the event only two students needed to take advantage of this generous offer, indeed, as the project progressed, there was a notable increase in peer support (and in some cases support at home from IT literate children!) which solved many of the minor problems that arose.  Problems were also managed via a blog set up in Blackboard for students to report and share their experiences. This was initially conceived as a way of capturing evaluation data, but proved very successful for flagging up individual and group problems and concerns to which staff could then immediately respond.

The high level of technical support for this pilot study was felt to be appropriate in order to gain a better picture of the barriers that may affect successful implementation, but it must be noted that the cost of this additional support used up the majority of the funding set aside for induction and training. In subsequent iterations this model of support would be a challenge to sustain, but the team feel that this would probably not be necessary, as lessons learnt about how to seed instruction so that learners can learn to help themselves would reduce the need for expensive on-demand support.  Students do need the initial safety net but moving them towards a more independent approach is the goal, as illustrated by these entries from a learner whose project task involved financing and developing a new garden for her school:

“ I would have liked to have put the plan of the garden on the portfolio but I don’t seem to have the software to support the application.  I will speak to the architect to see if there is another way to do it because I think it would enhance my portfolio”

followed a week later by:

“Done it! Uploaded the plans.  Once again very straightforward, once I saw a way around the problem.  I scanned the plan in, imported the original into Word, then even went back into the scanning software and cropped it so the actual plan is clearer.  What a show off!”

Implementation 
The period allowed for introduction proved time well spent: implementation proceeded smoothly during the academic year, with no major technical, practical or educational issues. 
Although use of the system was optional 33 (out of 35) learners made extensive and enthusiastic use of the e-portfolio to collect evidence of their progress and most were also keen to reflect on their experiences, with both their work-based learning and their use of new technologies – examples from the shared blog set up to report and share technology experiences chart learner progress quite clearly, from  “I am ready to throw this thing out of the window!”  to “ I have done it. My husband thinks I’m a genius!”  

A number of students found the PDP templates difficult to work with and so they were allowed to submit their work in a format that suited them (e.g in the form of linked MS Word documents and PowerPoint Presentations) as long as the required content was covered.  This actually supported the personalisation aim, so a potential negative was turned into a positive!

Initially there were some individual IT related issues around synchronisation of the PDAs with home and work PCs but as the project moved into the second half of the year these were either resolved or, in the case of work environments where virus concerns prohibited connection, accepted as an unfortunate limitation on use.  Overall the blog gathered substantial evidence that some learners found the technology stimulating to use and there were no instances of technical issues causing insurmountable barriers to progress.  

The initial enthusiasm for the PDAs dampened a little as students realised that, although the device had many features it wasn’t particularly good at any of them!  They noted in particular the poor image quality of the 1.5mp camera and the limitations of the small screen and keyboard.  Some students did use the devices as phones (SIMS were not provided) and some also uploaded material wirelessly to the e-portfolio, but on the whole the group felt that they would prefer to use a small (wireless) notebook computer with a separate camera.   
Although the project ran smoothly it was evident from comments in the end year review that a significant number of students had not initially found the learning journey easy. Their concerns were mostly to do with complexity and access issues, indicating that, for mature students learning in the workplace or at home, technical concerns remain important. 

“It needed support to be shown how to do it - it took a few gos to get into it; I got frustrated from not knowing how to use it.”
“Very complicated and took a long time to get going by trial & error & set up …..  problems using provided templates- once we could use our own it was easier. I started to feel confident by January time [but it was] complicated to learn how to give permissions and add content.”
The majority of learners appear to have gone through a similar learning curve, in which confidence is the key concern.   Once this point is reached there is a powerful sense of achievement, evidenced in many of the learner comments:

“I enjoyed it: it was a pleasure to do and stimulating… kept you interested in your personal development and motivated each other.  I would love to have it for my work team  - would like all PDP assignments to be electronic.”

“I’m thrilled with it and proud of it.  A huge sense of achievement… I have showed it to lots of people.”  

“ I have been bitten by the e-Portfolio bug over the weekend and have made several amendments to its content”

Employer and Mentor Engagement
Although employer engagement is a key aspect of work-based learning, the extent of their active involvement varies from course to course.  Here the students had been recruited directly as individuals, not through an existing employer engagement mechanism, and the level of support they receive from their employer (if any) is unknown at the outset.   Active employer engagement was therefore limited.

Although the project might have provided an opportunity to begin this process the learners chose not to share e-portfolios with employers.  One reason for this was a concern that critical comments the learner might make about their employment could be used against them by employers.  Confidentiality was a big issue for many learners.  
With regard to mentors, both parties seemed to value a more informal, face-to-face, arrangement and chose not to communicate online. 
Conclusions


The approach to implementation was successful.  There was substantial evidence - from the quality of work submitted, in feedback from the external moderator and in comments from the students in blogs and in final group reviews - that the process of learning had been enhanced:

“I felt pretty weighed down with it all at the start, but now really feel I have learned so much.” 
“ I have enjoyed updating my portfolio whenever and wherever I like and seeing the progress in my management development”
“It brought out the creative aspects of my work – more visual with photos – exciting, colourful.  Didn’t have to carry the files and could access it from anywhere”

There was also evidence that work-based confidence had increased, not least in the vocationally important area of IT, and that this confidence had transferred to other aspects of their learner’s professional practice.

As noted in comments above the work produced was also more personal and creative than previous paper-based work.  There was substantial use of photographs and video, which encouraged a more critical examination of their practice.   

Would the same approach be adopted again?

In general, yes – the positive feedback from all participants indicates that it works.  The only question is whether the levels of support involved can be maintained, which depends on the commitment of the course team and support staff…  just like any other aspect of curriculum development.  The most important thing is to develop user confidence, and support them until they can move forward independently.  The learners must be encouraged to explore, whilst feeling confident that the course team are providing the necessary support and security, and recognise the benefits for them.  Thus even those with limited IT skills feel that they can engage and progress in their learning.

For more information on this project contact:

Richard Hodgson, Course tutor   details richard.hodgson@citysun.ac.uk 

Merv Stapleton, Director of Learning Resources.   Details merv.stapleton@citysun.ac.uk 

Further details about the COMPORT project are available from:

Phil Robinson, Project Manager, tel 0191 4902328, email phil.robinson@gateshead,ac,uk 

or go to the project website at http://comport.gateshead.ac.uk 
