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Enabling autonomous learning

Thanet College

What is an e-portfolio?
An e-portfolio is a body of digital evidence assembled in a personal online space and managed by a user to demonstrate abilities and achievements and/or to reflect on experiences and plan for the future. A range of tools and systems are available to support the processes involved; some systems include communication tools so that the user can benefit from collaboration with and feedback from others.  

Background
Managers at Thanet College became convinced of the value of reflective online personal spaces for learners after providing e-portfolio accounts for the 130 teaching staff at the college. The scheme, introduced in 2007, enables practitioners to record and reflect on their continuing professional development (CPD) in personal online spaces that they own and manage themselves.
Thanet College selected PebblePad as its e-portfolio system because it also forms the basis of the Institute for Learning’s online CPD tool, Reflect. Under regulations introduced in 2007, all practitioners in the further education and skills sector must demonstrate evidence of their CPD in order to maintain their qualified teacher status, and have the option of doing so online using Reflect.
PebblePad account holders are able to complete within one single online environment a variety of activities associated with learning, enabling them to manage their learning with a greater degree of autonomy. Activities that can be carried out within PebblePad include:

· Recording activities and celebrating achievements

· Reflecting on learning

· Creating and updating action plans

· Communicating via a blog

· Generating e-portfolio presentations for a variety of purposes, drawing on items known as ‘assets’ stored in the personal online space or repository

· Carrying forward evidence as the user moves on to a further stage of learning or employment

· Sharing work in progress, for example for formative feedback from peers or tutors

· Submitting completed assignments for summative assessment

· Retaining feedback and other learning assets in one convenient online space

· Linking to content of importance to the user on external online services or tools such as Flickr® or Facebook 

The course team for the Edexcel Level 4 BTEC HNC course in computing decided to take forward the PebblePad initiative with learners enrolling during 2008–2009. The BTEC HNC is equivalent to the first year of an undergraduate degree and is run under franchise from Christchurch College, Canterbury. The course has an entry requirement of two A-levels or equivalent, and is designed for part-time learners over the age of 18 who are earning while developing skills for higher education. 

Challenge 

Learners following the BTEC HNC course attend for one day a week over two years. Learners have access to college facilities at all times, but have limited opportunities to work collaboratively or meet face to face with their tutor. As mature learners, they are likely to have a diverse range of learning experiences acquired from the workplace or from personal uses of online resources such as media-sharing and social networking websites. However, learners may not recognise the holistic nature of learning, may underestimate the need for peer and tutor support, and be unclear about the value of reflective learning in a tutor-facilitated environment.
Providing learners with a range of online tools to support their learning is not without difficulties. Thanet College already supports 24/7 access to the college’s Moodle-based Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), known locally as The Learning Curve. Introducing an e-portfolio system alongside a VLE requires thoughtful implementation if learners are required to use two online systems. Research commissioned under the JISC Learner Experiences of e-Learning programme indicates that learners also increasingly use their own personal technologies in their learning, particularly for communication with others. Thus a complex picture of competing technologies is emerging, which is likely to become more important in designing learning in the 21st century.
Transforming practice

The BTEC HNC course team decided to opt in to the PebblePad system ahead of other courses in the college for a number of reasons: 

· The part-time nature of the course increased the need for online support. A system that enables learner–tutor interaction as part of an online tutorial process was desirable.
· The team wanted to enable learners to take ownership of their learning by applying what they learn during the course to their experiences in the workplace and elsewhere. Because an online personal space provides a crossing point for different aspects of learning, learners are more likely to make connections between formal and informal learning opportunities.
· The team also wanted to enable learners to achieve deeper and more authentic learning as they interpret and reflect on what they have experienced across different facets of their learning which may have occurred at different points in their learning journeys. 
· Learners acquire a range of ancillary skills from organising and publishing their ideas for others in presentational e-portfolios. Working within an online environment makes it easier to link to resources located on different platforms, including, for example, items stored on social networking sites such as Facebook, on media-sharing sites such as Flickr®, or elsewhere on the college network.
To enable learners to make these rich connections, each learner’s PebblePad account has been designated the single place in which tutorial activity – including reflection on learning – and submission and storage of assignments takes place. 
Learners receive induction to the system through a face-to-face, one-to-one tutorial, during which the objectives of the course and the role of the PebblePad system are explained. Despite the affordances of working online, it is still important to establish a personal relationship between tutor and learner. To get the process of online working underway, the tutorial session involves initial diagnostic assessments that are shared with the tutor and stored by learners as their first ‘assets’ in their PebblePad accounts. Tutors also set up a blog for each unit within the system so that learners can reflect collaboratively on their learning as they progress through the stages of the course. 

e-Learning advantage

Experience of PebblePad as a tool for their own CPD gave course tutors an insight into how learners on the BTEC HNC in computing could be helped to develop into autonomous and self-evaluative learners despite limited face-to-face contact between learners and tutors. This can occur in a number of ways:
Outcomes for course units are set as profiles within each individual portfolio. Learners are asked to assess how far they have met the profile and to provide their own evidence – this can arise from items of dialogue and feedback as well as from completed assignments, because tutor-to-learner and learner-to-learner dialogue is well supported. Assets such as items of dialogue and reflection on tutors’ feedback can form evidence, for example, of the evaluative skills required for merit or distinction awards on the BTEC course. 
In many respects, the process of reflection and decision-making which learners undergo as they map their learning against the profile remains the more important outcome: learners reflecting in blogs on the outcomes from their learning across a span of units show greater awareness of the interrelated nature of course content, as required for merit and distinction awards. From reflecting on their own individual learning journeys, learners also raise issues with their tutors during the ongoing tutorial dialogue. Through this dialogue, learners have been able to contextualise their learning, ie apply their newly acquired knowledge to their own individual circumstances in order to make better sense of what they are learning. 

Connecting different kinds of learning experience in one online location facilitates unexpected insights – what might be termed accidental learning – which can come about naturally once reflection becomes a routine part of learning. For example, reflection on earlier assignments stored electronically before enrolment on the course can spark reflection on how far the learner has travelled. Such evidence can provide evidence of a continuum of learning that remains under the learner’s control even when the course is complete. In contrast, assignments submitted via an institutionally owned system, such as a VLE, may not be available for subsequent use. If the assignments exist only on paper, their usefulness in future contexts is diminished still further:
‘If my dissertation had been stored digitally, I could have used it in my teaching, instead of it being stored in a loft and forgotten. As a digital asset, it would still have a life and could even be updated.’ Sophie Richards, computing BTEC HNC course manager, Thanet College 

In defining the boundaries between an e-portfolio system and a VLE, e-learning coordinator Geoff Rebbeck identifies distinct roles for the two systems. While the VLE supports the institutional and public aspects of learning – for example, college news, course handbooks and module or unit resources – the e-portfolio system provides a learner-owned space in which to record and reflect on all significant experiences and is the centre point for all the learning an individual undergoes:

‘The e-portfolio is the central and common point for the student learning experience... It is a reflection of the student as a person undergoing continuous personal development, not just a store of evidence.’ Geoff Rebbeck, e-learning coordinator, Thanet College

The Thanet vision for e-learning, in fact, values both the VLE and e-portfolio, but in different ways: the VLE is institutionally owned, course-centric and of value while the user remains at the institution, while the e-portfolio tool is personal, dynamic and encompasses informal as well as formal learning, including that occurring before and after an institutionally-based course. (A user can opt to pay an annual subscription to continue to access PebblePad after leaving the institution or freeze the contents for uploading later to another e-portfolio tool or online space.)
Progress is being evaluated at two points during the pilot year, and the relationship between PebblePad and other tools may be reconsidered in the light of the experiences of learners and tutors during the pilot. The focus of the project, however, is on assessing the effectiveness of the pedagogy rather than of the tools used for delivery. 

Lessons learnt

· The HNC learners have experienced no difficulty in uploading files to PebblePad: as computing students, they are quickly able to master the functionality of PebblePad. Nonetheless, a face-to-face introduction was much appreciated. It was important to learners to see their tutor before starting the course, despite being relatively experienced in working in online environments. 

· HNC computing students use a variety of software – for example, Microsoft® Excel® and Visual Studio® – that cannot be used within PebblePad. In order to work in multiple locations, learners using such software have to work outside PebblePad while producing assignments. 
· As elsewhere, learners at Thanet often use tools of their own choice – for example MSN® Messenger and Facebook – for interacting with their peers. Some of these learners saw the PebblePad interface as suggesting a tool for study rather than a social environment. Some have opted to use their personal choice of tool when it comes to peer-to-peer communication, raising issues of duplication and loss of potential evidence. This suggests that learners require clear direction about the rationale for using different tools for similar purposes.

Key points for effective practice

· Learners need assistance in understanding the advantages and disadvantages of using different platforms for their learning. Pedagogy rather than technology should be the guiding factor.

· Opportunities for self-evaluation need to be introduced early to help learners grasp the importance of reflective e-portfolio-based learning. 

Learners’ perspectives

‘Interaction is necessary, but currently we achieve this through competing technologies. I interact with others on my course using Facebook or MSN. It would be a good idea if there was one main place where we do everything.’ Sue, first-year HNC computing student, Thanet College

Future developments

Practitioners at Thanet College are exploring a model of fully self-directed learning using learning contracts within the PebblePad e-portfolio system. Course teams provide learners enrolling for short courses with a profile of required learning outcomes against which they can demonstrate competences in the form of e-portfolio presentations.
Further reading

JISC (2008) Effective Practice with e-Portfolios – www.jisc.ac.uk/effectivepracticeeportfolios
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