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Abstract
Context

An ePortfolio system or service is commonly characterized as being Web-based. Although today many consider the Web as being the ubiquitous Internet technology, the centralization of services and information leads to a number of undesirable consequences in regards to having a lifelong electronic portfolio.

By having a specific institution provide an ePortfolio service, how can a learner access their portfolio throughout their lifetime and when transitioning between educational institutions, such as when leaving secondary school to go into higher education, or when transitioning between jobs later in life? Current ePortfolio service state-of-the-art provides only centralised services that generally encourage users to use a single provider. Although portability of portfolio data is encouraged through interoperability standards, the porting and management of data between systems may be considered an afterthought by many ePortfolio services, and also as an afterthought by many end-users.

Institutional ePortfolio services in many cases have specific aims tailored for the institution. For example, ePortofolio services provided by an educational institution aim to help learners in their development within the said educational establishment. Support after leaving that educational institution is sometimes not provided, or is provided at a premium. Portfolio systems aimed at helping learners find employment do not account for learners who are beyond employment age (e.g. below employment age or after retirement age). Decoupling ePortfolios from specific institutional requirements may be essential for lifelong learning and personal development.

Objectives

EPortfolios are increasingly extending beyond learning and professional development to encompass records and reflections on daily life. This is particularly seen with weblogs being incorporated into and being an important part in portfolios where not all blog entries are necessarily geared towards learning. As new and more affordable ways of harvesting media that records a learner's life experiences, we must consider how we are to manage this data in a seamless fashion for the end-user. Integration with different devices such as digital cameras, video-cameras, mobile phones, GPS devices, and maybe even physiological monitoring should be considered and anticipated. Over a lifetime, technology will have progressed enough that Web-technologies and traditional methods of gathering and organising media may become obsolete. EPortfolio software developers should try and look to future technologies and their place in ePortfolio development. One of today's emerging technologies, and one that the author of this paper is looking towards applying to ePortfolio services, is peer-to-peer (P2P) technology.

The key characteristic of P2P services is that the service provision is completely decentralized, where each participating user in the service provides as well as consumes a service. This brings specific benefits in terms of network and service scalability and economic efficiency (as end-user hardware helps provide network resources and maintenance). Applying the use-case of lifelong personal development using ePortfolios to P2P technology, we can provide more effective tools for which a user can create and manage their portfolio data. By being able to gather and manage portfolio data on an end-user's PC, we immediately remove any reliance on institutional services. By being responsible for their own portfolio data, a portfolio owner may feel more empowered as they can be surer that their personal data is only published to whom they wish. As a portfolio's data is stored locally on the end-user's computing device, we can also decouple the management of data (as it can be handled locally) from publication of data (if we assume remote publication to a network service).

In this paper, the author presents a P2P ePortfolio solution that is currently in development at the University of Reading. By providing a portfolio management and publishing application, a user can gather media and compile presentations of learning, work, and life experiences on their home or work PC. Through a P2P network publishing application, presentations can be published to specific user groups, where members of those groups can search and view portfolio presentations in a decentralized manner, without any need for accessing a single application/Web server. The author also discusses some of the problems with the P2P approach and possible solutions to these problems. General problems in P2P networks include user authentication and content validation in an unmediated environment. When we apply this specifically to ePortfolios, we need to make sure that there is some way of making sure that a portfolio owner is who they say they are, and that the content they publish is true. These problems can be overcome through using centralized authentication and certification authorities, and distributed reputation mechanisms.

Conclusions

In this paper the author discusses how peer-to-peer technology is a possible solution to creating a truly lifelong ePortfolio service. This solution removes reliance on any single institutional ePortfolio service with the aim of successfully supporting personal development over a lifetime. An illustrative scenario of a lifelong portfolio developed from inception by a user will be described to contrast the P2P approach with a centralized/Web based approach. A practical experimental implementation will be presented and can be demonstrated.
