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 2: GATESHEAD College.

Background
	College
	Gateshead College

	Target Course

No. of students
	Post-graduate Certificate/Certificate in Education, Year 1

38

	Typical Background
	Mixed: The amount of teaching experience and time spent in the workplace varies.  Academic experience also varies: some trainees are qualified in their subjects to post-graduate level, others only have level 3 qualifications (the minimum requirement) but they may have substantial vocational experience. 

	Study Pattern 
	Students attend for 4 hours per week over 2 years.  Class work is supported by extensive resources available online via Moodle VLE. All students spend a minimum of 60 hours in the first year on teaching practice.

	Assessment Function of e-portfolio/PDP component
	The PDP is a core component of both years of the programme and provides and/or collates the assessment evidence for 2 modules in year 1. Students must keep a reflective ‘learning Autobiography’ of their progress during the course.

	Prior experience of Professional development planning or e-Portfolios.
	30% of group indicated prior experience, 12% with online systems.  As teachers, most stated a clear understanding of the purpose of PDPs,

	e-Portfolio Technology Used 
	ePET, hosted and supported by Newcastle University’s EPICS project team. 
Format of some components modelled on existing paper-based PDP forms.


The COMPORT team at Gateshead College chose to focus on the Certificate in Education as it is a ‘professional development’ course, and the Professional Development Planning (PDP) component plays a central part in the learning process.  The area of most interest was the ‘learning autobiography’, a personal reflective diary of sorts, but including a requirement for summative reviews and presentations to peers at given points in the course.  Often such developmental components do not fulfil their potential:  students focus on tasks that have more immediate assessment relevance and much of the effort put into reflective reviews is relatively ‘last minute’.  The team were keen to see if the use of an electronic PDP could draw the process together and stimulate greater interest in reflective learning.   

Although only a minority of trainees had experience of e-portfolio use, the majority understood the concept of Professional Development Planning, as might be expected of teachers.     

Project team: The two course tutors took responsibility for project progress and were able to draw on the support of the college’s e-Learning and Teaching & Learning Development managers in planning and developing the implementation.  The project also received technical assistance from the designers of the ePET e-portfolio system at Newcastle University. 
The project got off to an uncertain start between March and August 2007 due to delays in finalising the choice of e-portfolio system and putting the technology in place.   
Choosing the Technology
As the team had no previous experience of e-portfolios they found it difficult to make a final choice of the most suitable system for their requirements.  They looked quite closely at ELGG, because the system was popular with a wide range of users and its Journal tools were easy to use, but the preferred choice was Newcastle University’s e-PET, which had been designed for - and used successfully with - post-graduate medical students, a group with similar PDP requirements to the trainee teachers.  

The team decided to go forward with ePET, although there was still some uncertainty about whether it would meet the requirements of the PDP format that the Certificate in Education programme used: as part of a regional programme led by the University of Sunderland, these were quite specific and needed to be consistent across the programme.   As it turned out, some customisation of the PDP tools was needed, but at the time the team lacked the experience to make that judgement.   
Installation and Induction
The Gateshead College technical team had been keen to host the system themselves and spent some time exploring how this could be done.  It proved to be a more complex task than envisaged and they were unable to configure the system successfully in the available time.  It was therefore agreed, in late August, to host the implementation on the ePET servers at Newcastle University, as the ePET team had originally advised  


It was important to get staff trained as quickly as possible before course commencement, but early September is the busiest time of year for F.E. lecturers, with extensive course planning and start-up workloads… not ideal for e-Portfolio development or staff training.   As the new academic year began there was still much to do in familiarisation and adapting the support materials for PGCE use.  The intention was for members of the support and curriculum teams to get to know the system so they could train and support others, but during this process it became apparent that the standard components of the ePET PDP, although tried and tested with a variety of H.E. programmes, would not, in their current form, be suitable for the specific demands of the PGCE PDP.  This exchange from the course teams’ discussion forum illustrates the degree of confusion at this point:

“I just couldn’t see why we would want to use it, as it didn’t add anything to the programme or help us to achieve our aims for the programme.”

“I think we're struggling a bit through not really knowing enough about what functions an e-Portfolio system can provide - or rather we know the theory but don't yet see how it is to be practically applied. Not surprising as there isn't a lot of experience to draw on, though perhaps with hindsight we should have explored this more. As a result our shared perception of how the system might enhance the learning process is limited.”

In order to more closely replicate the existing paper-based components of the PDP substantial customisation was needed.  Although it is a digital system some colleagues felt that a ‘print’ option should be included as it might be necessary, for moderation purposes, to provide physical copies of the online material. The ePET team were happy to make these adjustments, and completed them quickly, but the cumulative delays, essentially resulting from a limited analysis of requirements and lack of experience, meant that the system was not formally introduced to the target group until mid-October, by which time some students had begun to use the existing paper-based PDP format.   Student comments indicate a good awareness of the problem, and their feeling that making use optional might have been counter-productive:

“The planning of the introduction was out of sync.  We shouldn’t have had a choice of use or not – just use it.”

“The e-portfolio was Introduced at the wrong time: some had started using the existing paper based system & as the new electronic version wasn’t compulsory some didn’t know which to follow.  In practice this meant they did the blog, but with less commitment.”

Ongoing Technical and Practical Support
Any problems with the e-portfolio were passed to the ePET team who, as part of their own project work, were supporting the technology on-demand.  The customisation work noted above was successful in broad terms, i.e. the full range of existing paper-based PDP components were replicated online.  However, these additional form-based components - personal details, log of teaching, target setting, progress reviews – still had to be tested and fine-tuned.  This work is difficult to carry out once the system is working live but, following the late start-up, the team could not afford to take the system offline as it was simply not acceptable to move the students onto the paper-based format, with a view to moving them back again later.  Other tasks carried out by the ePET team included improving the stats recording system to meet the evaluation data requirements and ensuring that user names and passwords were generated and maintained. 

The main practical support requirements, handled by the project manager, were around how to use the online forms and how to control access to personal reflective journals (the ‘Learning Autobiography’).  Initially there was very little desire to share postings and some desire for privacy: 
“Didn’t use it much: I was nervous about others seeing it and wasn’t sure it was set up ‘privately’.” 

A comment from a staff member explains that these fears are perhaps to be expected: 

“Students engaging in e-portfolio activity for the first time are not fully aware as to what goes into the system, control mechanisms for who can access it etc...  I suspect there's a natural caution from them that sensitive contents may be too readily accessible.”

Much of the practical support was in helping to overcome these concerns and help users to configure appropriate permissions.

Implementation 
The team found that it did not take much to undermine students’ confidence in the system, especially those who were not confident with IT.   20% of the year 1 group did continue to record their teaching logs and progress reviews using the e-portfolio tools, the majority however returned to the paper-based PDP to record this evidence and used the e-portfolio system solely for their ‘Learning Autobiography’.
The team had always felt the Learning Autobiography was the most important part of the project and were keen to discover if online blogging might increase the frequency or quality of self-reflection and if it could encourage peer discussion, sharing and support.   
Some learners began to use the online Journal enthusiastically – initial posts of 300-400 words in some cases - others clearly weren’t natural bloggers and needed encouragement from tutors.  Although many students did not wish to share their online reflections with peers they did want feedback from their tutor.  Staff found this difficult to do on a regular basis, as this task hadn’t replaced anything in their workload – they were still busy with face-to-face tutorials and written PDPs – and no protocols for frequency of feedback or number of responses had been set up.

Previously, when using only paper-based journals, students had been happy to collect their thoughts over a period of time, in preparation for a bi-termly face-to-face tutorial.  With online postings, once the tutor began to respond the student expectations seemed to rise and one or two came to see it as an on-going tutorial, rather than a personal journal, which contributed to the difficulty tutors had in developing a consistent approach to feedback.   Although most students did not have such high expectations there was a feeling that the feedback received was insufficient for their needs:

“There was very little feedback from tutors – you need something back (even once a month).

We may need some guidance if we’re on the right lines or not – this would encourage us to develop.”

This is an issue that would have to be addressed before any subsequent implementations, by the use of a formal agreement about the frequency of feedback that tutors would provide.   

Online reflection was approached in very different ways by different users: some, as described, expected more feedback, others didn’t; some wanted privacy, others were desperate to share their experiences with their peers; some recorded only the facts of their workplace learning, others described their emotional journey in great detail; some regularly contributed, others ad hoc.   Whilst this would always be the case (and indeed is to be encouraged) to some extent it also reflected the fact that, like the tutors, these students were in unfamiliar territory and did not know the best way to proceed. Many reported at the end of year that they had come to realise the potential of the process only with experience:

“When introduced it was too much at once.. now I can handle it.  I couldn’t understand it until I’d used it.”

A question here would be: is this really about getting to know the technology or, at least partly, about gaining a better understanding of the nature of reflection?

As described above the early problems with implementation had created some resistance to the e- portfolio concept amongst a number of users (students and staff).  This problem was addressed by using the ‘evangelists’ – those who were making enthusiastic use of the system and finding it worthwhile – to ‘sell’ the benefits to others, something they were more than happy to do.   Whilst they could not persuade everyone, they were able to demonstrate the personal progress they had made and by the end of the year a broadly positive view of the potential value of e-portfolios for reflection was confirmed in the final reviews, as was the awareness of a need for better implementation next time as these comments, from final review meetings, illustrate: 
“The reflective diary had value:  at times I wanted others to respond to me & they didn’t, so felt a little isolated…Constructive feedback from peers was really wanted” 

“It’s the future and we have to get used to it - the new work coming in from schools etc. requires electronic organisation.”  [Ref: growth in 14-16 vocational curriculum]

“I think the e-Portfolio is something that I WOULD use personally, but I wouldn’t want all the complicated extra bits and pieces - for CVs, meetings and the tasks to do etc.”

“It is a good tool for reflection – when I read back over it I couldn’t remember feeling that way, so it was useful.”

“For part-time teachers there can be an extra advantage in the blog as it provides some continuity for your practice.”

“When everyone DOES use it, it will work!”

Other aspects of practical implementation were successfully handled.  Access to the system was via a link provided on the front page of the PGCE Moodle VLE site and students appreciated having the two systems in one place, indeed the majority felt that a one-stop-shop model would be better, with the e-portfolio system fully integrated into the VLE.
Employer and Mentor Engagement
Employers have limited direct involvement with their employees’ learning experiences on the course.   As with students involved with the CoSC strand of this project these students enrol as individuals and, although there are expectations of employer support there is no formal arrangement for this, other than a commitment to provide the necessary range of teaching practice experience.  Trainees employed full-time find that the level of support their curriculum managers are able to provide varies – it is often limited.  Part-time trainee teachers, who may be employed semi-casually with as little as one class of three hours per week, usually find there is no explicit support.  
There had been hopes that online communication could provide a channel to develop this, but college line managers approached felt that they had insufficient time to make a worthwhile commitment.  Training providers were keener to contribute, although they are equally stretched, but here the learners were less keen for their involvement, and there is some tension between the wider educational values of the programme and the specific training perspective of the employer.  

Evidently there are wider issues to explore concerning the role of employers before we can consider the value e-portfolios can bring to the relationship. 
Mentoring is a key part of the professional development process on this course, and increasingly central to it.  There is substantial mentor involvement, but none online – when questioned both parties said that they preferred to meet face-to-face and in the workplace. There seemed to be a feeling (i.e. not clearly expressed) that this relationship should exist independently of other aspects of professional development.  Mentors also value more control over their engagement as their commitment is already substantial – in teacher training they receive no remission time to support their work and their substantial commitment is largely based on goodwill.  Again there are wider issues to address before the potential value of technology can be assessed.
Conclusions

The implementation experience of the Gateshead College strand of the COMPORT project has highlighted the importance of 


a) ensuring full testing of and familiarisation with the technology before implementation,


b) introducing the technology to users at the right time. 

The timing of introduction proved to be significant – mid-way through the first term of the academic year was said by many learners to be too far into the learning programme.   Users also need time to practice and gain confidence, and they need to see positive benefits before they will commit to the process. For those with no previous experience of e-portfolio systems there seems to be a substantial period of use before the potential for reflective learning, collaboration and recording evidence of development begins to be understood. 
This may point to a need for a staged implementation, in which the various aspects of the technology - technical and practical – are given time to ‘bed-in’, rather than being introduced all at once.   

Would the same approach be adopted again?

The experience of this project has shown that there is great value in reflective blogs as a means of professional development.  Installation and induction are key stages in successful implementation and sufficient time must be allocated to provide the foundations in which learner engagement can prosper. The project has learnt that past experience of online reflective practice within the development team plays an important part in this process.  Where this is not available an open approach to development should be adopted, to allow both tutors and learners the time and opportunity to explore the possibilities and pitfalls of what is a complex learning situation.  
Amongst the issues needing further investigation are the allocation of tutor time for online feedbackand ways to encourage participants(including mentors and employers where appropriate) to share and collaborate on reflective practice.   
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