Theme 16 - Lifelong learning: How might the ePortfolio transform our approach to lifelong learning?
Title - ePortfolios as Catalysts for Lifelong Learning in Science and Technology Education

Authors

Heinrich Eva, Bhattacharya Madhumita, Rayudu Ramesh
IIST, Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand
{E.Heinrich, M.Bhattacharya, R.K.Rayudu}@massey.ac.nz

+64-6-3569099
Abstract

Tertiary graduates are expected to have acquired critical thinking, analysis and communication skills. The graduates need to be able to set their subject knowledge into the wider context of their disciplines. To be equipped for lifelong learning they have to possess the abilities of self-reflection and independent learning.  By their nature scientific and technical degrees, as in computer science and engineering, put a strong emphasis on facts and numbers and require students to communicate in technical languages like formulae and programming code. Compared to other disciplines, like the social sciences or humanities, human-to-human communication and the expression of critical thought are less prominent. Common degree structures divide programmes of study into independent courses. While in the eyes of degree planners and faculty these courses combine into one coherent education programme students largely focus on the individual pieces and often fail to see the bigger picture. Analysis of job advertisements and discussion with industry representatives show the value employers put on lifelong learning skills. 

The objectives of our research arise from this background. We want to increase our students’ awareness of nature and importance of lifelong learning skills, make them conscious in terms of appreciation of the informal learning that is happening in parallel to their university education, and ultimately improve their lifelong learning skills in preparation for the world outside academic institutions. To address these objectives we provide the computer science and engineering students in our institute with the opportunity of developing their own ePortfolios. These ePortfolios are situated outside individual courses. We guide the students towards study of their graduate profiles and encourage them to develop their own personal goals. Provided with a framework of lifelong learning skills the students collect evidence and reflect on their learning progress. 
In discussions with industry we have verified our approach to the type of contents and the details of lifelong learning skills we suggest our students address in their ePortfolios. The industry representatives showed strong congruence on the importance of skills in problem solving, independent work, team work, communication and self-management. From these discussions we could develop guidelines for our students to assist them with the preparation of their portfolios. These guidelines emphasise the importance of experiences outside the university courses, of demonstrating interest and involvement with one’s subject area beyond the compulsory course structure, of reflection and learning from one’s mistakes, and of being a well-rounded person. The additional important message that came across from industry to our students is that it is not enough to possess these characteristics, but that it is essential for students to express these characteristics and allow a potential employer insight into one’s personality and skills, going beyond the information presented in a typical curriculum vitae.
As platform for our ePortfolios we have selected the Open Source Portfolio (OSP, http://www.osportfolio.org/) software. OSP provides us with the structures required for collecting artefacts and formulating reflections, for protection of privacy, for enabling exchange and feedback, and for generating ePortfolio presentations from a repository of material. Working with the OSP software centres on a matrix. We have used this matrix to guide our students towards the lifelong learning skills mentioned earlier and towards the places of learning, i.e., tertiary education, work settings and community or personal interests.
The availability of an ePortfolio approach that accompanies students throughout their university education has the potential of greatly increasing the realm of lifelong learning. An ePortfolio approach emphasises the importance of lifelong learning. It provides the opportunity of guiding students towards lifelong learning and making the components of lifelong learning visible. Exchange on issues around lifelong learning skills among students but as well with professionals is facilitated. The electronic nature of an ePortfolio system enables to capture a wide range of experiences and reflections over an extended period of time.
At the current stage in our project we have verified our ePortfolio approach for lifelong learning with industry representatives, as indicated above. We have analysed the literature on ePortfolios and lifelong learning, especially in the context of engineering education. This review has shown that professional bodies place a high value on lifelong learning and that new degree structures are being developed to address the changing requirements of a knowledge or even learning society. ePortfolios play a central part in these developments. The findings from the literature confirm that we are on the right track with our approach. At this stage we have initial informal feedback from students on the value of ePortfolios for lifelong learning. Our students have reported on the positive reaction that they have experienced from potential employers on presenting their ePortfolios. The students have expressed how their awareness of lifelong learning skills has increased from working on their ePortfolios. Even the participation in an introductory workshop on the ePortfolio approach has had a positive effect on students, who, for example, were not aware of the importance employers put on a balanced lifestyle. 
For the next project phase we have conceptualised a number of steps to increase student participation. Some of these steps, like workshops for our own students, are within our capacity and sphere of influence. We can showcase the existing ePortfolios and report on the feedback from industry. We need to work on gaining active support from our colleagues in reinforcing the significance of lifelong learning in their courses. To create wider impact support from our college and programme directors will be necessary to officially endorse ePortfolios, provide resources and ultimately integrate ePortfolios into degree structures.
