Not just flashy!
ePortfolios are often discussed in the context of life-long or life-wide learning. Why then are so many systems concerned with recording competencies related to single episodes of learning?  For highly motivated learners on professional programmes it is possible that routinely ticking off competencies from such a system will be tolerated but for an eportfolio to be embedded as part of a routine process for recording and celebrating diverse forms of learning it needs to be easily accessible and fun to use.

This paper is concerned with eportfolios of the kind that belong to the learner not the institution; that are populated by the learner not their examiner; that are primarily concerned with supporting learning not assessment; that are for life-long and life-wide learning not a single episode or a single course; that allow learners to present multiple stories of learning rather than just a simple aggregation of competencies; and, importantly, access to which is controlled by the learner who is able to invite feedback to support personal growth and understanding.

The author recognises that tension resides in each of the dichotomies described above. When institutions invest in eportfolios systems for their constituents they will probably expect a return on that investment and the most obvious contender is the facility to capture learner data. However, an eportfolio which supports a personal process of learning and which accommodates the recording of experience independent of place, time or context is not readily amenable to tracking or data harvesting. Institutions may want systems that measure how much of this skill, that experience or that knowledge is held within its community. For such information to be harvested the inputs must be described in a form which is understandable to the system which invariably means pre-populating the system with defined items: this cannot but depersonalise the process. The only way to develop an eportfolio system capable of accommodating all of the things a learner experiences, learns or is able to do across their lived identities is to make the system very open and flexible. This however places the learner in control of describing who they are, what they know and what they can do and this is unfamiliar territory for learner and institution alike. This ‘learner-described learning’ also creates myriad interoperability issues which are described by Dalziel and Sutherland elsewhere in this conference.
The University of Wolverhampton searched for an eportfolio system that was flexible enough to support its 23,000 learners; in its 10 Schools; with their 200 subjects and thousands of modules. It also had to be flexible enough to support all of the learning which took place on placement, at work, at play: the informal, unstructured, serendipitous learning that each of its students experiences. Such a system could not be found and so, working in partnership with one of its spin-out companies, it built one: PebblePAD.
The PebblePAD ePortfolio system has been built using a flash user interface in the hope that users will want to use the system.  Feedback from users and reviewers alike has been pretty unanimous; the system looks good, is easy to use, it invites participation and “it’s actually a little bit addictive”.
That PebblePAD has achieved its goal of looking visually appealing is gratifying but if an ePortfolio system is to engage users in a lifelong activity of recording and reflecting then, in addition to being fun and easy to use, it also has to be powerful and flexible. 
There are many different types of ePortfolio, each serving a different purpose or a different master and this has made defining an ePortfolio a very messy business. One widely used definition is that offered by Educause NLII
A collection of authentic and diverse evidence, drawn from a larger archive, that represents what a person or organization has learned over time, on which the person or organization has reflected, designed for presentation to one or more audiences for a particular rhetorical purpose.

One concern with this definition is that it tends to limit an ePortfolio to an aggregation of evidence assembled for the purposes of presentation: whether for assessment, selection or monitoring processes. An ePortfolio has much more potential especially in empowering the learner and “for its contribution to the learning process” (EIfEL, 2005)

The basis for this presentation will be an examination of how, at the University of Wolverhampton, a generic ePortfolio system has developed from the ideological construct alluded to above.  It is difficult to tell now whether the system did in fact develop from a coherent and consistent conception of what an ePortfolio should be, or whether the definition and solution developed contemporaneously and symbiotically. None-the-less, it would seem that the definition and the product remain in accord and both help illuminate our ePortfolio ideology:
A system which allows users to record any abilities, events or plans which are personally significant and which occur in any of their learning identities; which allows these records to be linked, augmented or evidenced by other data sources; which promotes reflection on these entries and which facilitates self-awareness. It allows the user to integrate institutional data with personal data, recorded and reviewed over time, and which has been enriched by commentary and feedback from the recipients of shared assets.  It is a system with tools for aggregating assets in multiple forms; for telling myriad stories to diverse audiences and which provides absolute user-control over what is shared, with whom, for what purpose and for how long. It is a personal repository; a personal journal; a feedback and collaboration system; and a digital theatre - where the audience is by invitation only.

PebblePAD is still in its pilot phase but there are some remarkable developments which are also worthy of sharing. One is the significant interest shown by the academic staff at the university (and beyond). In previous eLearning implementations, most notably with Virtual Learning Environments (VLE [LMS or CMS]), staff have tended to engage with the technology as a result of local pressures or sanctions. In implementing the ePortfolio we have discovered quite the opposite. It has been necessary, because of the strict pilot framework, to prevent people from using PebblePAD despite their determined enthusiasm to become involved (though we are working closely with a large number of staff to help them plan their courses for future inclusion of the ePortfolio system).
The second development concerns the novel ways in which the system is being used; ways which were unexpected but entirely valid and exciting. Teachers are using the output tool, WebFolio, to created mini courses for their students; they are sharing resources with students through the ePortfolio because it is far easier than the VLE; they are creating semi-formed assets and WebFolio templates which they are sharing with their students as prompts or scaffolding for the students to complete, and graduate students are using the system to record their ideas and works as a means of protecting their intellectual property.

We have really only just started finding out what is possible with an ePortfolio but what is clear is that a well designed system supports far more than presentational collections of evidence.
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