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All Roads Lead to Enhanced  
Learning? 

Take ten institutions with diverse missions, student types, staff experience, programmes, curricular 
structures, strategies, funding models, and a geographical location across the length and breadth 
of Scotland. Add a common desire to transform the experience of their students through innovative 
approaches to teaching and learning and you get the Individualised Support for Learning through 
e-Portfolios (ISLE) Project. The project aimed to examine how a shared model of Personal 
Development Planning (PDP) supported by e-portfolios can benefit the learning process.

The definition of PDP adopted by the project is that of ‘a structured and supported process undertaken 
by an individual to reflect upon their own learning and/or achievement and to plan for their personal, 
education and career development’ (Dearing Report, 1997).

Portfolios and PDP
An e-portfolio is an electronic showcase of the learning and development of students with an element 
of reflection included. The ISLE Project aimed to use e-portfolios to help develop a common practice 
of PDP both among staff and students.

The e-portfolio concept allows learners to represent their ‘personal learning journeys’ via electronic 
media such as the web. These flow naturally from PDP, where the student is led through a structured 
and supported set of activities allowing them to reflect on where they are, where they want to go 
and how they will make the journey. The process of identifying objectives, planning action steps and 
reviewing the journey is a life-changing skill, which students can develop. It will allow them to:

Collect items that represent their work and achievements in some secure electronic store ■■

Reflect on experiences■■

Select items from their store to represent different aspects of their learning to diverse audiences ■■

for different purposes

Connect with multiple audiences for many purposes using modern communication systems■■

PDP although rooted in the personal is also a structured and supported experience. ‘Structured’ in the 
sense that there is a series of activities that students can follow, and ‘supported’ both in terms of staff 
encouragement and systems to help facilitate the activity. In the ISLE Project, the e-portfolio forms 
a major plank of the structure and support. It is a process undertaken by the individual and as such 
the realising of benefits depends ultimately on the level of student engagement. The three domains 
of personal, education and career are core to the definition but also to the ISLE approach, which 
is largely drawn from, and aimed to build upon, the Effective Learning Framework (ELF). ELF was 
developed by the Scottish Advisory Committee for Credit and Access (SACCA) and the Scottish Quality 
Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) as a model that attempts to frame PDP in relation to 
effective learning. The Framework does this by encouraging all those who take part to reflect upon the 
student experience in higher education, from student, to teaching unit and institution.
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The most important outcome is the process of PDP and not its product. The process of PDP follows a 
classic cyclical model of development.

Academic

Self
Review

How do
I learn?

What are my
career skills?

CareerPersonal

How does my
course help my
employability?

The ISLE project
The Project was led by Paisley University and the consortium was made up of the following 
institutions: Abertay University, Adam Smith College, Angus College, Ayr College, Bell College of 
Technology, Dumfries and Galloway College, James Watt College, Motherwell College and Queen 
Margaret University. Our programmes ranged from Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 
(SCQF) Level 1 to 11. We covered many subjects, and engaged staff with a wide range of experience 
– from no experience of e-portfolios to those with well established pilot projects in the electronic or 
paper-based PDP area.

The institutional strategies that formed the basis for our initial work were mainly in the learning 
and teaching and e-learning areas. Additional strategies covered enhancement, wider access, 
employability, student support that had links to PDP and one partner had a ’Rurality‘ strategy. We 
believed that there was a close link between ’employability’ skills development and PDP, even going 
so far as having strategies in place for learning and teaching that included commitment to developing 
these skills in an embedded PDP process in curricula. This spread of strategic initiatives illustrates 
that the starting points on our journey were all different, but pointing in the same direction.

Wider access initiatives, learning aptitude, student support and the use of technology to help learning 
were common issues that brought the ISLE partners together in the first place. Most partners aimed 
to embed PDP within current provision, based on academic and professional requirements, practice 
with respect to part-time students in employment and the mode and level of study.

What was the problem we set out to address?
We aimed to build foundations for transforming staff perceptions of PDP and a sustainable future for 
a culture of ‘strong staff commitment combined with a genuine conviction that PDP is a worthwhile 
process for students to take part in’. Additionally, we aimed to develop and embed a shared concept 
of PDP flexibly supported through integrated blended learning strategies and to utilise an e-portfolio 
model to develop empowered strategies in students for their own self-development in the future.



4 ISLE: Individualised Support for Learning Through e-Portfolios  |  http://isle.paisley.ac.uk
All Roads Lead to Enhanced Learning?

We also had a shared perception that traditional approaches to teaching, assessment and facilitation 
of learning are labour-intensive, duplicate support and often poorly coordinated, resulting in both 
reduced effectiveness and increased direct and indirect costs to the sector and the wider economy. 
They are also not flexible enough to cope with the changing and diverse needs of students with respect 
to their learning behaviours.

Three core problems were to be addressed:

Under-performance of learners (progression, retention, achievement and employability)■■

Meeting the diverse needs and expectations of learners within the context of continued pressure to ■■

reduce costs

Realising a seamless transition model that meets stakeholder expectations for efficiency, quality, ■■

sustainability and transferability to different institutional contexts

Early discussions revealed doubts about producing large scale transformational change in only 
two years. However, we knew that the key to starting the process would be to get staff and student 
commitment to the concept of e-portfolios and effective learning.

How were staff and students engaged? 
We needed a good start by having a learning model that staff and students could buy into quickly. 
We chose to build on an existing effective learning model that encouraged the holistic aspects of 
the student learning experience. This model requires institutions to directly support students’ wider 
learning experiences allowing them to combine elements of learning, work and leisure and integrating 
these into their internal learning experience. There was early recognition of the main advantages 
of PDP being in helping students become more aware of their learning process and in planning, 
monitoring, evaluating and providing feedback.

Initial engagement of staff was attempted through an early briefing of potential tutors on the basic 
PDP, pedagogical and technical e-portfolio models. Unfortunately this was not very successful as 
it happened in the middle of a semester when staff were already committed to other priorities – we 
therefore suffered both a lack of engagement and a tailing off of interest. In the second phase, we took 
a more strategic approach to briefing staff by taking time to get them involved in discussions around 
the overall ISLE concept and where we expected it to go in the future. Interest and sustainability was 
much improved in the second phase.

Results
ISLE was a big project – over £1 million of funding, nearly 100 cohorts with around 1,000 students, 
over 90 staff putting more than 30,000 hours of effort in and covering over 35 subjects from Audiology 
to Sport and Fitness.

The evaluation evidence and other reports show that the project has: 

Fostered a major strategic change initiative, necessitating culture change and fundamental ■■

shifts in previous directions at policy and practice levels and the growth of an environment for 
transformational change
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Developed a shared understanding across all partners and participants of PDP, the operation ■■

of this on an e-portfolio basis and the concept of Effective Learning Environments based on the 
’3spheres’ pedagogical model from the ELF Project 

Proved that the pedagogical model drives the e-portfolio tool rather than the other way round ■■

Increased learner engagement and motivation to learn based on reflection on and articulation ■■

of their learning and other skills such as IT, e-learning, employability, action planning, time 
management, study skills and ’citizenship’ 

Met the diverse needs and rising expectations of learners within the context of continued pressure ■■

to reduce costs 

Achievement of the original objective of transforming the under-performance of learners has been 
more difficult, due to the short-term nature of the project. We also conjectured that the complex 
issues that influence performance would have made it difficult to be certain of the actual reasons 
for any improvement. However, at least two of the partners have reported noticeable improvements 
in module pass rates where the ISLE model was being piloted, implying perhaps that the effective 
learning e-portfolio model does improve learning – this requires further investigation.

 Other important benefits have been delivered through the project, including:

PDP has been put on a firm strategic footing and was integrated into other key strategies■■

Strategic thinking has been transformed at a senior level on the need to drive an effective learning ■■

model for students through a structured and supported e-portfolio process

Initiatives have been catalysed to integrate key strategies together into overarching ’meta ■■

strategies’ 

Good working relationships and partnerships have been developed that will last well beyond the ■■

end of the project – particularly true of some of the university–college partnerships that have 
formed 

Clear links between e-portfolios and employability have been highlighted■■

A ’critical incident‘ approach has been created as a source of reflection and as a suitable point for ■■

assessment

Debate has been stimulated regarding the particular e-portfolio system of choice and even on the ■■

Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) of choice as well

The link between acceptance of PDP and being awarded appropriate credit (PDP as a ’product‘ ■■

model) has been established

PDP has been embedded into curricula in a mixture of credit-bearing PDP learning activities and ■■

the powerful formative feedback potential afforded by a well constructed e‑portfolio (PDP as a 
’process‘ model)

Collaborative practice has been initiated between academic tutors and careers guidance staff ■■

Highly rated and valued staff development has been incorporated as a vital part of staff induction■■

e-Portfolios are powerful tools that capture the added value that goes beyond purely ’academic 
learning‘, they promote and sustain interaction between students and staff, facilitate ease of 
access to technology and the contents of an e-portfolio for both student and tutors and open up 
more efficient storage systems for evidence.
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We have had considerable difficulties along the way, from lack of start-up speed due to delays in 
appointing the project manager and securing initial engagement from participants, but we overcame 
this in the end. Management of the partners has been complex and difficult. It is crucial to the success 
of implementation of e-portfolios to get buy-in from Deans/Heads of School. This also goes to the 
heart of the ’transformation‘ concept – without senior management commitment and practitioner buy-
in, no radical model such as ours will succeed and students will never be convinced that the effort is 
worth it. Staff need to experience the benefits of e‑Portfolios and of PDP for both themselves and their 
students. In this way, PDP and an e-portfolio approach will become part of their own normal learning 
and teaching practice, they will be enthused about its value in effective student learning and therefore 
’cascade’ this both to colleagues and student users, thus achieving ’transformation‘. In this area, it 
is also important that staff involvement in this substantial process is recognised through appropriate 
staff development, Human Resource and Continuing Professional Development policies and practice.

Where next?
The journey continues and all partners remain committed to the concept of introducing e-portfolio-
based PDP into their teaching and learning practice at some point in the future, where this has not 
already happened. We are sustaining the ISLE momentum beyond the project in all partner institutions 
– this is important for the purposes of further research to confirm sustainable effective learning. 
There needs to be further development of learner skills in self-evaluation, self-reflection and self-
awareness and the corresponding staff expertise to facilitate this.

Work needs to be done on the issue of ’interoperability‘ to enable e-portfolios to be transported into 
VLEs and other networks in future, particularly in the case of students moving into employment where 
CPD schemes exist.

Further reading and resources

A number of helpful sources can be found at: 
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/default.aspx 

These include each Partner Institution’s own story, a set of case studies based on individual 
pilots, a number of generic and technical reports, some ’mindmaps‘ and a resource base.
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Embedding Personal Development 
Planning (PDP) Into the Curriculum

What is this about?
PDP is defined as: ‘a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon 
their own learning, performance and /or achievement to plan for their personal, educational and 
career development’ (Dearing Report, 1997).

The models used for embedding PDP into the curriculum■■

Diversity of use of PDP■■

Strategies for making PDP effective■■

The models
Before ISLE started, the majority of the project partners largely used PDP within a guidance and 
support context. Most of this practice was also paper based. The ISLE project focused on transforming 
practice through converting these paper-based systems to online systems and building on existing 
embryonic e-portfolio practice that was being piloted in a few of the partners. The project also 
aimed to develop PDP systems to more sophisticated levels, to develop the students’ wider learning 
experience and contribute to key themes such as employability, lifelong learning, effective learning, 
transition, progression and wider access.

Before the project started, the majority of the partners had placed PDP within the support remit of 
personal/academic tutors. Pre-ISLE, PDP was used as part of the student performance and review 
system. This was done via tutorials or a similar system. In one case, PDP was used as part of career 
development and education. Under the auspices of the ISLE Project, PDP approaches were extended 
into various curriculum areas – over 35 different subject areas took part in ISLE pilots, involving nearly 
100 staff and 1,000 students. This extension of the PDP approaches occurred in all partner institutions.

The project partners piloted a range of models to deliver PDP, all based on an e‑portfolio approach 
and including:

Timetabled slots within academic programmes for PDP activities■■

Linking PDP to existing or related PDP-type activities■■

A ’critical incident‘ approach utilising key events at both pre-entry and during study, such as: ■■

Induction−−
First assessment−−
The Honours year dissertation −−
Laboratory work −−
Work Based Learning −−
Work placement−−
Skills modules −−
Projects in general−−
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Groupwork situations−−
Interactive learning experiences such as Problem Based Learning−−
Research methods modules−−

Some of the ISLE Project partners used the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) model as the 
structure for PDP delivery. Some project partners implemented and piloted PDP as an additional 
activity to current academic programme/content. Both assessed and non-assessed PDP methods 
were utilised by the ISLE Project partners. In a few cases, PDP was part of credit-bearing activities. 
One partner introduced a PDP policy that a set of minimum ’core activities‘ should be incorporated 
throughout a curriculum:

Reflection on prior experience■■

Personal attributes and goals ■■

Audits of skills and feedback on their development■■

Opportunities and guidance on the recording of achievements■■

The identification/development of learning goals■■

Opportunities to reflect on this material and to gain feedback■■

Opportunities (and guidance) on presentation of evidence for different audiences and planning of ■■

future learning and career development (such as CVs)

Maintaining an effective PDP record■■

Diversity of use of PDP
PDP was used in pilot projects at all Scottish Curriculum and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) levels 
except Level 12 (Doctorate level). In all cases, PDP was viewed by project partners as effective in the 
sense that the process and learning experience were valuable and effective for students engaged 
in the PDP process. There were some issues with the supporting e-portfolios that were used by 
project partners. However, these issues were mainly technical and some of them relate to the type of 
language used within the supporting e-portfolio tools. The feedback on the PDP process in each of the 
project partner institutions was generally positive.

There were no significant changes to the support models used before the project commenced. In 
some cases, PDP was not necessarily utilised within specific programmes, but it was used as part of 
general skills development. The PDP process in each of the project partner institutions has generally 
been extended, because of the ISLE Project. Furthermore, the PDP process has generally been made 
more student-centred, in keeping with the generic pedagogical model on which ISLE is based.

The pilot studies undertaken within the project partner institutions have been very valuable from a 
curriculum spread viewpoint with good progress made in incorporating an e-portfolio model of PDP 
into a wide range of subjects at various levels in tertiary education. The subject areas range from 
Computing and IT-based courses to Social Sciences. The PDP process has also been utilised on 
courses with various degrees of vocational composition, including Nursing, Engineering, Multimedia, 
Health Sciences, Food Sciences and Business Studies. This rich diversity has been captured in a 
number of ways, including a series of case studies written by the practitioners concerned.
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Strategies for making PDP effective
PDP proved to be most effective and valuable where it was embedded into programmes of study or 
into specific modules (including partner-developed and those from the SQA) or used to underpin 
student support and progress. This led to PDP being respected by students as an important integral 
part of their studies, not least because many of these activities were summatively assessed and 
credit-bearing.

In contrast, there is some evidence that PDP proved less effective where it was piloted as a voluntary 
or additional activity rather than a compulsory part of a programme, though this may be something 
that would improve as students moved through a course of study. The voluntary approach seems to be 
associated with ’less important‘, and students have demonstrated that they will prioritise other ’more 
important‘ activities.

This finding also applies to some of the academic staff who took part in the pilot studies. Enthusiasm 
and goodwill among staff was present at the start of the pilots. However, as academic staff interpreted 
the voluntary rollout of PDP/e-portfolios as additional work, priority was given to programme-specific 
workloads. Often, staff found it hard to give PDP the time they would have wished to commit.

Some partners however, have tended to take a more long-term view of e-portfolio implementation 
and realise that buy-in from staff and students is not going to happen quickly. They have reported on 
the longer-term benefits of a model that is ’whole-curriculum’ and that uses an appropriate mix of 
summative and formative assessment in which the feedback given to students on the development of 
their personal e-portfolio will eventually be valued.

There is also evidence that the e-portfolio process works well when it induces student reflection for 
specific reasons, such as the ’critical incidents’ mentioned earlier, and some of the subjects in the 
pilots have been able to try this approach.

The PDP process is easily transferable to professional practice (eg Nursing, Midwifery and Initial 
Teacher Education), particularly where there is an existing culture of reflection. PDP also works best 
where staff and students can see its relevance and where it is given value and importance.

All ISLE Project partners viewed an e-portfolio approach to PDP as being a major contributor to and 
key driver in wider agendas, such as employability, lifelong learning, retention, progression and 
transition. Similarly, the model has been identified as a significant resource for developing key skills 
and qualities such as reflective and evaluative abilities, self-awareness building and confidence 
raising. All these skills and qualities are essential for effective learning.
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Further reading and resources

The Critical Incidents Mindmap is available on: 
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/default.aspx

Support materials for SQA Unit DE3R 34 Personal Development Planning (SCQF Level 7) is 
available at:  
www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/4205.html 
There is also a PDP Unit at SCQF Level 9 – DV5E 36

The University of Paisley PDP Policy can be found at:  
www.paisley.ac.uk/clt/documents/pdp-framework-policy-03may05.pdf

ISLE Partner stories and the ISLE overview story can be found at: 
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/Partner%20Stories/Forms/AllItems.aspx

Practice summaries can be found at:  
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/PDP%20in%20Practice/Forms/Public.aspx
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Implementing e-Portfolio  
Supported PDP 

Supporting Personal Development Planning (PDP) with a range 
of e-portfolio technologies

Across the ten partners of the ISLE Project there was a common understanding of what an e-portfolio 
should be capable of in order to support individual learning and facilitate all aspects of personal 
development. It is understood to be an electronic tool to support PDP, including an electronic archive, 
opportunities for diagnostic testing and interactive learning, feedback and support, and facilities to 
manipulate and present outputs.

As such it is not just a repository for recording activities but an integral part of the basic pedagogical 
model underpinning the project and providing a virtual environment in which the goal of empowered, 
self-directed, reflective learning can be nurtured. It was vital for all project partners to consider 
pedagogic needs before deciding on the tool or tools they would use to support PDP.

Reference guidance is available to practitioners from: www.elearning.ac.uk/mle/pdp/eportfolio

ISLE concept model of e-portfolio supported PDP
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Working within this concept model of e-portfolio-supported PDP, the partners used a variety of 
e-portfolio tools.
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Institution e-Portfolio System* SCQF Level

Abertay University SELF@Abertay 7, 8, 9 and 10

Adam Smith College SELF@Abertay 7, 8 and 9

Angus College SELF@Abertay and In house 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8

Ayr College Open Source Portfolio (OSP) 3, 4, 5 and 6

Bell College of Technology OSP 7, 8 and 9

Dumfries and Galloway College WordPress, OSP and Blackboard 3, 4, 5, 7 and 8

James Watt College OSP 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7

Motherwell College Blackboard 3, 4, 5, 7 and 8

Paisley University Blackboard 7 and 8

Queen Margaret University PebblePad 7, 8 and 11

Note: Dumfries and Galloway used OSP and Blackboard in Phase 1.

*Subject to agreement with the relevant partner, access may be obtained to the system by contacting the 
institution direct.

From the wide range of systems used to support e-portfolios over the two-year period, no one system 
has emerged as clearly superior to the others from the point of view of students and tutors.

The Blackboard System was generally not considered intuitive to learn, but with experience most 
students and staff found it fairly easy to use. The Blackboard system emerged as a competent 
e-portfolio tool and would be used again by most students. The add-on cost of the system over the 
basic version of Blackboard may deter some institutions. The problems with transferability of data 
between Blackboard and other e-portfolio systems will also be a consideration.

The Open Source Portfolio (OSP) System at Bell College was well received by staff and students 
for being very comprehensive, including diagnostic testing and a helpful guide to the PDP process 
integrated into the system. However, some students found the language used to be at too high a 
level. Being an Open Source product, at an early stage of development, care should be taken not to 
underestimate the amount of development work needed to get a usable system up and running. As 
regards bespoke support materials, the amount provided will depend on the individual approach 
adopted by an institution and the range of Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) levels 
involved.

The SELF System at Abertay University was an in-house e-portfolio tool and had a career emphasis 
rather than being a specialist e-portfolio system. Students reported some problems with the structure 
and language. However, the tutors did not report any negative comments and the system does 
illustrate that individual colleges and universities can produce workable e-portfolio systems for their 
students, albeit at the cost of significant effort and development.

After a slow start in phase one of the project, where a small number of students considered the 
system too complex and confusing to use, the popularity of PebblePad increased at Queen Margaret 
University. Some students from phase two commented on the attractiveness of the system and the 
tutors enjoyed using it for communication with the students. Most PebblePad users outside the 
confines of the project as well as tutors in the ISLE Project have commented how attractive the 
PebblePad system is to use. PebblePad is actively working with JISC to make e-portfolios produced 
with the product as transferable as possible between systems.
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The Angus In-House System was found to be easy to use and significant encouragement was given 
across the curriculum for its use. All the tutors liked the continuous tracking and recognition of 
achievement the system offered, and the way that fast intervention strategies could be offered to 
students. The comments were extremely positive. This shows that a small college can produce an 
e-portfolio system on its own, which is very usable by students and tutors alike, and which can make a 
genuine positive impact on the educational process.

At an ISLE event in December, WordPress was demonstrated and received very favourable comments 
for being freely available and capable of quite significant personalisation. Again due recognition 
should be given that it does require effort by systems staff to set the system up. The system was 
considered difficult to set up initially by some students, but once overcome the majority of students 
found the system easy to navigate, user friendly and supportive of students. The fact that some 
students are familiar with blogs was a further point in its favour.

Regardless of which system is chosen there are a number of key factors to be considered to ensure 
successful implementation.

A significant factor affecting choice of e-portfolio system relates to the effective transfer of data 
between e-portfolio systems at different institutions. Whilst on one level this is very clearly a technical 
issue, we should not lose sight of the importance of a common approach to the whole PDP experience 
for students in transition.

While the ISLE consortium clearly recognises the need for effective transfer of data between 
e-portfolio systems at different institutions, the Project is primarily pedagogical rather than 
technological and as such our recommendations reflect this emphasis.

However, the ISLE partners have each chosen systems that offer the potential for structuring a 
portfolio around the emerging interoperability standards.

Conclusion
There were several issues arising from the use of e-portfolio systems and on the transfer of student 
data in the project that will be of use to those intending to implement an e-portfolio system.

Adequate resources need to be made available early to both staff and students – including system 1.	

tutorials, guided learning sessions and a structured guide available within the system to the PDP 
process. Crucially staff and students need TIME to be able to use the system with confidence.

When choosing a system you need to consider initial cost and any ongoing charges, as well as 2.	

the level of support and advice available and this against choosing free systems, such as OSP, 
which require staff time to set up and maintain. Consideration should also be given to how well 
the system can be integrated with others used by the institution. Again managers who wish to use 
an in-house system will have to obtain realistic estimates of the development effort needed to 
produce a usable system.

There is an urgent need to have transferability built into the portfolio systems, enabling for 3.	

example a Blackboard user to export their portfolio with minimal effort to another system used 
elsewhere. At an institutional level there needs to be a common understanding of what constitutes 
an e-portfolio experience for students. As an e-portfolio system is a supporting tool for PDP, the 
constituents of an e-portfolio system are largely dependent on the pedagogic requirements of PDP. 
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At an individual level, tutors need to be aware of current standards in interoperability (in a user-
friendly form) to guide them on what content should be in a typical portfolio.

Further research and development needs to be undertaken on making the PDP process and 4.	

language used accessible to all student groups to allow for the progressive development of 
students from their unique base line to the higher order levels of reflective practice and effective 
learning.

There is a need for continued strategic and technical leadership, to support and motivate staff new 5.	

to the process and to provide guidance in PDP, e‑portfolio and the curriculum area to help staff and 
students understand the types of learning going on in their practice-based experience.

Further reading and resources

More evidence to support the information in this section can be found at:  
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/default.aspx  
Each partner institution has described their own experiences.

Reference guidance available to practitioners can be found at: 
www.elearning.ac.uk/mle/pdp/eportfolio
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Implementing e-Portfolio Supported  
PDP – a Planning Guide for Practitioners

Factors for successful implementation in ISLE
Very early on in the ISLE Project the following key factors for the successful implementation of PDP 
supported by an e-portfolio tool were identified:

Support/commitment from the institution■■

Networking and sharing of practice between practitioners and institutions■■

Flexibility allowed for different contexts/needs (avoiding one size fits all approaches)■■

Integration into ongoing learning activities ■■

Relevant to the stage of learning■■

Regular activity, introduced at the beginning of the programme■■

Owned by students, who are involved in the development■■

Staff provide consistent advice and guide the reflective process (even those not directly involved)■■

Focus on the process and not the tool, minimise paperwork■■

Frequent and flexible access to the e-portfolio system■■

The ISLE Project has gathered a rich source of data on staff experience of implementing PDP 
supported by an e-portfolio in a variety of curriculum areas.

The programmes participating in the pilots ranged from Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 
(SCQF) Level 1 to 11 and covered many subjects, with a wide range of views of what constituted a good 
learning experience for their students. Over the two pilot phases of the project there were nearly 
100 cohorts with around 1,000 students, over 90 staff putting in more than 30,000 hours of effort and 
covering over 35 subjects.

At the level of individual staff and students it can be relatively easy to bring about transformational 
change when you have the right support in place. What have staff who have experienced the change 
noted as the key supports needed? How does this compare with the original hypothesis?

Senior management commitment was essential to the successful implementation and evaluation of 
this work.

The Strategy, Policy and implementation plans within the institutions provided the framework within 
which the tutors worked to bring about changes in their support for student learning. Staff involved 
in the project highlighted the following key points for effective practice to achieve transformational 
change in student learning and staff attitudes to PDP:

To ensure student engagement it is important to integrate the processes of PDP into the learning ■■

activities. While assessment and credit are short term winners for student engagement, to achieve 
real longer term student ‘buy in’ to the process of reflective practice requires a whole-team 
approach across the curriculum

Good back-up support – both technical and pedagogical. In one instance this was very successful ■■

and took the form of a secondment. The staff member was available to support and motivate staff 
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new to the process; to provide guidance in both PDP and the curriculum area to help staff and 
students understand the types of learning going on in their practice-based experience

Good resources to support flexible delivery at different SCQF levels to facilitate progressive ■■

development of PDP skills and effective learning – as well as supporting individual student needs 
across a diverse student population

Good induction for students into the PDP process and the e-portfolio system to be used. The ■■

timing of this introduction is crucial. It should be viewed as an opportunity to introduce students 
to a process that will develop with them as they progress through their programme of study and 
will prepare them for transitions. It is an opportunity to emphasise the importance placed on the 
process by the whole course team and the institution as a whole

Good staff training and an enthusiastic coordinator to ‘kick start’ the process and maintain ■■

momentum through the various stages of implementation. For the students this is an opportunity 
for the institution to emphasise the importance of PDP supported by an e-portfolio and to illustrate 
how this approach can enhance the student learning experience 

Ideally the e-portfolio system that supports the PDP process should be simple, reliable and easily ■■

integrated with other technologies used by students within their course. Also it is important not to 
assume that all students have the required IT skills level to effectively use the e-portfolio system 
immediately

Staff involved in using e-portfolios to support PDP should have the opportunity to share practice ■■

with others to enrich the knowledge base within and between institutions and to spread the word. 
This should be part of the remit of the coordinator to facilitate the sharing of experiences. The 
sharing of experiences should also be built in as part of the ongoing review and evaluation of the 
process to ensure organic development

One of the original aims of the project was to enhance student learning and improve retention, 
achievement, transition and progression. We should not lose sight of this in the momentum of change 
and indeed in the longer term we should use every opportunity to harness positive results in these areas 
to drive forward the change. These initial reasons for undertaking the project were valid and designed 
to have benefits for students, staff, curriculum teams and institutions as a whole. It is imperative that 
ongoing research, review and evaluation monitors this, because it is only over time that the true effects 
of the changes can be seen and attributed to PDP supported by an e-portfolio. Anecdotal evidence of 
the benefits to students and staff is very good to support and maintain the momentum of change on the 
ground. At strategic support level however, there is a need eventually to see the changes reflected in 
the key performance indicators – retention, achievement, progression and efficiency gains.

The ISLE Project has made a strong contribution to transformational change in approaches to PDP 
in all of the partner institutions. The early work of the project to develop common understanding 
amongst the partners, at both management and steering group levels, was time consuming. However, 
it was ultimately very beneficial in providing this consistent approach to implementation that has 
worked for so many tutors across the partners and, as such, has provided a succinct and consistent 
message for the sector as a whole.

Further reading and information

See individual PDP practice summaries for details of individual staff experiences at:  
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/PDP%20in%20Practice/Forms/Public.aspx 
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e-Portfolios in Action –  
Transforming Attitudes

The ISLE Project set out with ambitious aims to transform: the student approaches to learning; 
staff approaches to delivery and support for learning; and institutional approaches to strategic 
developments to enhance the learning experience of students. The partners have developed a strong 
commitment to the use of an e‑portfolio model of PDP to enable:

… students to …

Plan their learning■■

Monitor and review their own progress■■

Be more aware of how they are learning■■

Be more aware of their own strengths and weaknesses■■

Identify opportunities for learning and personal development outside the curriculum■■

Get to know their tutor better and integrate into the institution at an earlier stage ■■

Be better prepared for employment/self employment■■

Be better prepared for CPD or vocational development in employment■■

Prepare for transition to other educational institutions or workplaces■■

… staff to …

Develop more independent/autonomous learners■■

Draw attention to the wider skills that the academic discipline gives to students■■

Provide a mechanism for integrating off-campus learning, eg work placement, study abroad, ■■

voluntary work, life experiences

Provide the means to record the development of employability/citizenship/enterprise skills■■

… institutions to …

Facilitate more effective monitoring of student progress■■

Promote an explicit approach to students’ core/key skills development■■

Improve the effectiveness of guidance and support through building links between career guidance ■■

and academic staff

Provide a focus to demonstrate the quality of student support in external review processes■■

… employers to …

Encourage students to undertake Continuing Professional Development and lifelong learning■■

Encourage students to take more control of their own career development■■
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Reflection of staff and senior managers involved in ISLE 
… Employability 

The learners showcased the work done at a Jobs Fair to local employers. As a result… several 
secured interviews … and one secured an apprenticeship.

Dumfries and Galloway – Intro to Cert in Construction (SCQF 4/5)

(PDP) … provides a framework for the development of the personal and general skills and qualities 
which employers seek.

Bell College – HNC/D Electronics (SCQF 7)

… Transitions

The timing of the project was very good for this group … some of them are approaching a major 
change in their circumstances as they prepare to leave supported learning.

James Watt College – Careerwise (SCQF 3)

Useful for students to concentrate on an action plan …students who attended HE interviews felt 
it helped them answer questions with confidence.

Dumfries and Galloway – Higher Health Care (SCQF 5/6)

… Integration into programmes

Need to design the whole degree programme beyond a single module … so students continue to 
reflect on personal development in the longer term.

University of Paisley – Engineering and Science (SCQF 7)

Need to cross refer to teaching units

Angus College – HNC/D Social Science (SCQF 7+8)

Important that learners see the e-Portfolio and PDP as part of their overall course. A whole team 
approach across the curriculum should be considered as effective practice.

Dumfries and Galloway – Adv Cert in Business (SCQF 5)

The fact that the project was integrated with an assessable unit helped to sell it.

Motherwell College – HND Musical Theatre (SCQF 8)

… Independent Learners

… instils a sense of personal responsibility for professional development and develops a positive 
process of self evaluation.

Queen Margaret University – BA/BA (Hons) Performance Production and Management

This practice triggered an analytical approach by learners towards PDP. Class discussions turned 
what was relatively intangible to some learners into a real concept that they came to understand 
and appreciate.

Motherwell College – HND Filmcraft and Animation (SCQF 8)
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… Retention

A side bonus has been staff are much more in touch with students.

University of Abertay – Team Based Problem Solving (SCQF 7)

Student retention in the courses overall has been remarkably improved …only one student 
withdrew from the course.

Bell College – HNC/D Electronics (SCQF 7)

... ISLE

… the main achievement of the ISLE Project is about raising awareness and increasing 
understanding of PDP and e-portfolios.

… advancing knowledge about how to implement PDP and e-portfolios within institutions and 
across the tertiary sector as a whole. This includes an increased awareness of the need for 
flexibility in any system to cater for a wide range of needs in different curricular areas; at different 
levels of study and with different modes of study.

Senior Manager Interviews

PDP/e-Portfolios

PDP/e-portfolios are at their most useful when embedded either in a host module/course or 
supported across a programme of study

Do NOT let staff be over-optimistic at the start – the road to successful implementation needs to 
be travelled slowly

Do NOT raise staff expectations without guarantees of delivery as staff commitment is vital for 
the long term sustainability of new initiatives 

Do ensure you have a strong institutional commitment to the initiative supported by strategic 
intent and senior management support for staff development to prepare for delivery

The right blend of reliable tools with strong technical support and appropriate resources can 
together provide the framework for sustainability

Get on top of any teething problems with systems as failure to do this (as we found in some cases) 
means staff may lack confidence in delivering PDP and e-portfolios and that this may adversely 
affect the student experience

Staff Feedback Questionnaires and Interviews

People, not process
The key to long-term student engagement with e-portfolios is to ensure you can deliver what students 
are expecting in terms of reliable tools, appropriate materials, competent delivery and effective 
support in order to realise the benefits offered.

While many students could see the benefits of PDP and e-portfolios, on the whole the responses of the 
students were less enthusiastic and contrast with the more positive picture of PDP and e-portfolios 
painted by interviews with senior management and in the staff survey. Within the positive comments 
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made by students several mentioned that they enjoyed the experience and found it beneficial because 
it helped them plan for the future as well as allowing them to see how much progress they had made.

If we go right back to what makes an excellent teacher – one who inspires others to learn and develop 
and helps them to achieve their full potential – the right tools and resources support this process.

Further reading and resources

See PDP Practice Summaries for further details of individual staff experiences at:  
http://isle.paisley.ac.uk/PDP%20in%20Practice/Forms/Public.aspx


