ePortfolios: A personal space for learning
To state that eportfolios provide a personal space for learning demands at least two qualifications: what is meant by an eportfolio and what kinds of personal learning take place in this space?

ePortfolios have burst upon us in double quick time: so speedily that any widely accepted definitions describing what they are, what they do and who they are for still allude us. In this paper the eportfolios described are the kind that belong to the learner not the institution; they are populated by the learner not their examiner; they are primarily concerned with supporting learning not assessment; they are for life-long and life-wide learning not a single episode or a single course; they allow learners to present multiple stories of learning rather than being a simple aggregation of competencies; and, importantly, access to them is controlled by the learner who is able to invite feedback to support personal growth and understanding.
Tension resides in each of the dichotomies described above. When institutions provide eportfolios systems for their constituents they will probably expect a return on their 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.
If the learner is at the heart of the learning process they must have absolute control of what is written, stored and shared in their eportfolio. Knowing whether or not something you write will be read by a particular audience will affect the voice of the author. Learners reflect more honestly, more openly and more willingly when they know that they control their own assets (items of value stored within an eportfolio repository). Necessarily certain items that are added to the eportfolio are added as part of a controlled regime e.g. assessment or development planning. This requirement need not undermine the sense of the eportfolio as a personal learning space because it is broadcast in advance that these assets are requisite for this purpose and so need to be shared with appropriate agents. The author’s voice may be heard differently through these assets but that is known and to be expected. What is important is that the learner permits entry to view just those assets without compromising any of the larger collection of assets stored for other reasons.
It is the safety and security of the eportfolio which makes it a place where learners “reflect much more deeply than in paper-based alternatives” and where they can “write and share things that [they] could never share in any other way”
. This sense of safe personal space would certainly be eroded if linked to any form of data-harvesting service, even if that service were ostensibly provided for the benefit of the learner.
We are defined by our stories of knowing, doing, sharing and relating: we are our stories. ePortfolios, of the kind conceived here, allow learners to relate multiple stories to multiple audiences. Undoubtedly some of these stories will be structured, formal stories of knowing and understanding; designed for an audience responsible for evaluating the story against particular criteria. That an eportfolio system can serve the institutional need for authentic assessment whilst still allowing learners to create their own stories of growth; of volunteering; of learning through hobbies and pastimes; and of values, interests and passions, is a bonus rather than a compromise. Institutional processes need not undermine the privacy of the eportfolio; learner agency determines that even required stories are shared with others through choice much like an essay formed on a personal computer only becomes public when it is handed-in.
Myriad learners have occupied the social learning spaces provided by chat tools like MSN and Habbo Hotel.  There has been an explosion of WIKIs, WebLogs and social systems like Friendster all of which have developed rapidly because they allow users to communicate with people they choose; on their terms; when they like. This really is personalised learning: learning made personal through choices enacted by the learner.  A brief trawl of these spaces on the web will indicate that personalisation is experienced less through customisation of design but rather through the ease with which learners can have their voice and their stories heard. It is this that has undoubtedly driven growth.  

Early occupation of eportfolio spaces will probably be driven by formal, or at least structured, initiatives within institutions: personal development planning is the most apparent candidate. PDP is an attempt to encourage learners to reflect on their own progress; to plan development and to manage growth. In some respects it represents a move towards personalising learning and the eportfolio provides the perfect system in which to plan for, chart and celebrate personal learning. PDP will be an institutional requirement but it is meant to be deeply personal; at its best it is concerned with making sense – of self; of subject and of community. This is personal learning, learning which is enhanced through critical self-reflection. ePortfolios can be designed to encourage reflection, to prompt enquiry into why records or files are being stored, to provide opportunities for review over time and through providing tools which allow eportfolio assets to be shared with others to promote social learning, feedback and support.
For eportfolios to achieve their potential it is essential that they are not restricted by the demands of a single module, course or programme. Each of us has many learning identities: as student; as worker; as hobbyist; as participant in life. ePortfolios can provide the freedom for learners to capture pieces of their multi-faceted, complex and highly individual experiences and to weave those pieces into rich stories of learning: essentially they offer an exciting escape route from e-learning to me-learning.
Learning is life-wide and life-long though it is often characterised by episodes of learning and whilst many episodes will be sequential others will be concurrent.  ePortfolios designed for episodic learning tend to concentrate on recording the evidence required to prove knowledge, skills or ability relative to a particular course or programme. Once the requisite amount of evidence is collected the eportfolio is submitted for assessment, graded and archived. The evidence having served its purpose is rendered redundant. This application of eportfolios misses entirely the complexity, connectedness and creativity of learning; it fails to value non-formal learning and precludes the joining up of that which has come before, alongside or after the episode. ePortfolios as personal learning spaces allow learners to make connections between all aspects of their learning. 
Linking eportfolios to information systems can provide controlled and authoritative evidence of learning to support a learner’s story.  ePortfolios for episodic learning should be thought of as learning (or learner) information systems than true eportfolios. Their purpose is normally to track student behaviour as observed by an assessor or other agent; to record that behaviour against expected outcomes and to signal completion when all appropriate behaviours have been observed, assessed and validated. The record of this learning and the qualification to which it pertains can be presented as a digital synopsis and made available to the learner to use as evidence through the broader stories they tell in their eportfolio for life.
So, to return to the beginning: eportfolios for personal and personalised learning are the kind that belong to the learner not the institution; they are populated by the learner not their examiner; they are primarily concerned with supporting learning not assessment; they are for life-long and life-wide learning not a single episode or a single course; they allow learners to present multiple stories of learning rather than being a simple aggregation of competencies; and, importantly, access to them is controlled by the learner who is able to invite feedback to support personal growth and understanding.
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