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Background

The ISLE Project is a collaboration of ten partners from Further Education and Higher Education institutions across Scotland. The project has the objective of supporting the individual learning process through Personal Development Planning (PDP) and ePortfolios.

This is a work in progress paper and is focussed on the benefits of ISLE for students, in particular with student development needs.

Through identifying the benefits students derived from the PDP process it is hoped that the project can identify what approaches need to be taken to successfully engage students in PDP. Because of the range of partners involved in the pilot, the project will be able to gather data across a range of criteria. It is hoped the research will show if there are different approaches needed for different:

· subject / curriculum areas

· levels of study

· sectors

· age ranges.

The project will also gather data on the impact on student engagement of different support models provided in different institutions. The project will also assess the impact of assessment on student engagement.

Literature review

A review of research on PDP and ePortfolio use revealed a lack of work specifically focusing on the student development needs. The REFLECT initiative (Barrett, 2006) shows two key themes emerging around what is the purpose of portfolios?

1 Portfolios, and more especially electronic portfolios, can allow for non traditional assessment to be recorded and authenticated – giving a more holistic measure of student progress for a greater number of students than the ‘snap shot’ given by traditional test assessments. From the student perspective the ‘reflection’ section of the portfolio can make them much more aware of how, what and why they are learning thus enriching the learning experience.

2 Portfolios can also provide evidence for education establishments to show how students have progressed within their institution during their time spent with them – giving a more comprehensive picture of student progress than the traditional grade system. The portfolio provides evidence for the performance indicator (PI) of ‘distance travelled’ – a key PI for the FE sector and increasing numbers of non traditional entrants to the Higher Education sector.

For the ISLE project, where student development needs are paramount, it is important to distinguish between these two purposes, emphasising to the students what will bring them most benefit to in any given situation. Students should be made aware that “the real potential for ePortfolios is in the widening contexts in which learning is taking place – or is recognised to be taking place – and in the ability to bring together personal learning gained in multiple contexts” (Atwell, 2005).
Students require a compelling proposition that is not only understood by them but also more importantly by the staff supporting them. “An institution, or more specifically a course, really needs to identify the learning outcome of using the ePortfolio and ensure that the ePortfolio is aligned with the rest of the course. This goal then needs to be explained clearly to the students, and perhaps has to be better understood by faculty and support services. Students need to know why they are doing this and what is in it for them” (Tosh, 2005).
The ISLE project is uniquely placed to put this assertion to the test. ISLE will provide evidence of the experience of students with widely differing backgrounds on widely different levels of courses in a wide variety of curriculum areas.

Summary of results to date

The Phase 1 pilot ended in June 2006 and involved 137 students from a range of subject areas – computing, biomedical science, childcare and education, social sciences, graphic and media, theatrical costume design, engineering; and covered a range of levels of study – from SCQF level 5 to level 8. There was a range of ages and levels of computer literacy. Several ePortfolio systems were used.

For some students PDP was delivered as part of their course – sometimes, but not always, assessed. For some it was on a voluntary basis, carried out in their own time while for others the ePortfolio tool was introduced and used as part of their guidance and support time.

There are four sub groups operating within the project, each gathering data over a range of themes, four of which are common to the whole project:

· comparative study of FE/HE PDP experiences

· students in transition

· PDP across the curriculum

· resources to support PDP and Diagnostic Testing.

The following themes have specific significance to the development of a student development framework:

· ePortfolio systems – with regard to student development this theme is gathering information on the development and use of systems to support PDP and their impact on initial student engagement in the PDP process. In particular looking at the effects of subject, age, level of study to student preferences for particular ePortfolio tools
· Transferring student data – in particular how easily student data can be stored, merged or transferred from one system to another within an agreed common framework. The impact of this on student engagement will be evaluated.

In addition the project is evaluating the student experience by:

· mode of delivery – including whether voluntary of not

· resources used in support of PDP
· the ePortfolio tool used

· whether the participation is assessed or not

· level of support provided by the ePortfolio, staff and other students.

Quantitative Data

Quantitative data on demographics and attitudes to PDP and ePortfolios was gathered through pre and post pilot questionnaires. Analysis of pre and post participation responses by students reveal key indicators of student development needs. 174 students completed the pre questionnaire and 84 of this total completed the post questionnaire.

Attitudes to PDP, ePortfolios and diagnostic testing

Students were asked to respond to a series of positive and negative statements presented in random order by indicating their level of agreement to each statement. Tables 1 and 2 show attitudes to PDP and ePortfolios before and after participation in ISLE. Non parametric tests comparing the positive attitudes scales for both PDP and ePortfolios before and after ISLE intervention showed that mean ratings on positive attitudes to ISLE were significantly lower for PDP and ePortfolios following participation in ISLE (PDP: Z (76)=-5.218, p<0.001, ePortfolio: Z(77)=-4.693, p<0.001).
Although there was no significant difference in the negative attitude scales to PDP and ePortfolios following participation in ISLE, one of the negative statements, ‘gets in the way of learning’ is significant. This correlates with the student comments during the focus groups that the timing of the pilot was wrong as students had too many other priorities competing for their time.
	
	Pre
	Post

	PDP
	Mean
	Sd
	mean
	Sd

	more effective learning
	3.47
	.78
	2.98
	.90

	helps identify skills
	3.64
	.79
	3.29
	1.05

	more responsibility
	3.54
	.79
	3.07
	1.01

	helps identify goals
	3.69
	.75
	2.94
	1.08

	make me more independent
	3.44
	.80
	2.88
	.98

	will change way I learn
	3.09
	.72
	2.69
	.83

	will help make me employable
	3.61
	.89
	2.78
	.96

	will change way I interact with staff
	3.03
	.73
	2.63
	.86

	PDP positive scale
	3.45
	.57
	2.83
	.68

	waste of time
	2.38
	.85
	2.59
	1.02

	difficult to learn
	2.57
	.78
	2.60
	1.07

	gets in way of learning ***
	2.67
	.97
	3.15
	1.08

	PDP negative scale 
	2.52
	.58
	2.68
	.86


Table 1: Attitudes to PDP pre and post ISLE intervention.
	
	Pre
	Post

	ePortfolios
	Mean
	Sd
	mean
	Sd

	more effective learning
	3.24
	.70
	2.96
	.95

	helps identify skills
	3.51
	.70
	3.14
	.98

	more responsibility
	3.33
	.72
	2.90
	.88

	helps identify goals
	3.50
	.72
	2.93
	.95

	make me more independent
	3.24
	.68
	2.82
	.88

	will change way I learn
	3.06
	.71
	2.72
	.86

	will help make me employable
	3.48
	.79
	2.77
	.90

	will change way I interact with staff
	2.99
	.71
	2.50
	.80

	ePortfolios positive scale
	3.29
	.54
	2.83
	.68

	waste of time
	2.50
	.77
	2.59
	1.01

	difficult to learn
	2.68
	.67
	2.55
	.81

	gets in way of learning ***
	2.75
	.85
	3.04
	.94

	ePortfolios negative scale
	2.64
	.59
	2.71
	.77


Table 2: Attitudes to ePortfolios pre and post ISLE intervention.

Students confirmed that they had significantly more experience of PDP and ePortfolios after participating in the ISLE project. This experience gave them more confidence in explaining what PDP is, although it did not lead to greater confidence in explaining ePortfolios.
Qualitative Data analysis

Qualitative data was gathered from student focus groups around the partners. Sixty-seven students from eight of the partners covering ten different cohorts participated in focus groups. 
	Group
	Number 
of students
	ePortfolio

	HND Computing 2nd Year
	5
	OSP

	Computing 2nd Year Degree
	3
	OSP

	Electronics 1st Year Degree
	1
	OSP

	HNC Child Care and Education
	5
	BlackBoard

	BA Cinema/Media 1st Year
	3
	BlackBoard

	HNC Computing
	7
	BlackBoard

	HNC Multimedia
	2
	SELF

	HNC Social Science
	13
	SELF

	SGA Computing
	20
	In-house PDP system

	Theatre Costume Design 1st Year
	8
	PebblePAD


Table 3: Breakdown of students participating in Focus Groups.
Data was gathered and analysed to identify key factors in engaging students in PDP and the use of ePortfolios to support learning.
Four different ePortfolio systems were used by the students. In each of the question areas analysis was carried out to see if there were subject specific, age specific, level of study specific or sector specific factors emerging. Anecdotal evidence is emerging to indicate there are age and curriculum specific differences in attitude but it is too early in the project to say how significant they are. Phase 2 focus groups will explore this in more detail.

	Focus Questions
	Summary of Responses

	How often did you access your portfolio and where?
	Contrary to belief at the start of the project the level of access to PCs was not seen as an issue overall. Little motivation was shown by students to access the systems outwith class time. In the majority of cases students could access PCs outwith class time either at home or elsewhere in the institution.

	What did you use your portfolio for? What other uses could there be?
	There is no evidence yet of widespread ‘buy in’ by students to PDP as a process. Most student groups needed prompting to come up with other uses e.g. UCAS personal statements, work experience logs, academic planning etc. Most student groups felt that they had insufficient time to use the system to be aware of alternative uses.

There was a very strong indication from students that starting the pilot in the middle of an academic session was too late to be of any benefit. They had so many other commitments they were unable to devote enough time to a new system. Only those who were able to incorporate the use of the ePortfolio with their course work showed any real commitment.

	How were you encouraged to use your portfolio?
	In Phase 1, two groups were assessed; for another two groups it was part of their course work and the majority (six groups) were not assessed. There have been various research papers on assessment of portfolios and its impact on student motivation and engagement. The results to date from the ISLE project are inconclusive as to the direction of the impact assessment has on student motivation. A key objective of the ISLE project is to engage students in a process of reflective learning and personal development. Assessment for learning (Assessment Reform Group, 2002) is a part of that process but it is not the only factor. To single out one factor is to deny the importance of others contributing to the development of reflective learners. What is emerging as key in the research in this area is to be aware that different triggers are required to motivate students to engage with the PDP process – use of assessment is only one. 

	Who encouraged you to use?
	In most cases only the tutor involved in PDP with the group encouraged the students to use their portfolio, some only at the initial induction stage. None of the other tutors delivering on the courses were involved. 

For many students lack of time; late start and other overwhelming priorities were key factors in their lack of motivation and some students indicated that even with more tutors encouraging them to use their portfolio they would not be more motivated.

	What did you find were the major barriers to using the portfolio?
	The key barriers given by students included a lack of time to work with the portfolio. This was cited by most groups. Another was it was the wrong time to introduce something new and therefore PDP/ePortfolio use was competing with many more important student priorities. Two groups in particular felt the software was limited, being too rigid and inflexible. Another group felt that a lack of reasons to use the tool meant they did not access as often as were asked. Some groups felt the portfolio was not customised to the needs of the subject group, age group or sector.

	Do you plan to continue using it?
	The majority of students did say they would use their portfolio again – in the next year of their study (or because they have been told they will be using it).

Some students said No for various reasons including they didn’t like the portfolio used and they didn’t like the use the portfolio was being put to. They would respond better to a career and employability focus if it was introduced at the right time of year. 
Some students felt the whole PDP idea was more suited to school pupils in their 3rd year when they are making career choices. Some students felt that when they reached FE/HE they had already made their career choices.
Some students indicated that more specific goals to aim for would help focus their minds on PDP, while others couldn’t see a use for ePortfolios in their course at all.

	In what ways have you found your portfolio useful/helpful?
	Some of the students commented if they had more pressure placed upon them they would have used their portfolio more. At different stages of study students indicated they would focus on different aspects of PDP. They felt the portfolio was good for seeing how much they had learnt and how far they had progressed. Some students would like to be able to create their own structure in the ePortfolio using HTML editing skills.

Some students felt the tool they used was more of a self analysis tool than an ePortfolio according to the model used in the project.

Some students found the ePortfolio not very useful/helpful, in particular they felt it was too repetitive and long winded.

Some students indicated that at the start of the pilot they struggled to find reasons to use the portfolio but after consistent use they can see real benefits.

One group felt it was too early in their learning process to comment on the usefulness of the portfolio.

Some students indicated that they could see the effect of using a portfolio on employability and its effect on personal approach to learning.

	What would you tell your friends about the portfolio?
	Of the nine groups only four said they would recommend PDP and ePortfolio use to a friend. For others the reasons given for not recommending to a friend were related to the particular system used and their experience of using it.


Key points from the analysis

Three out of the four tools used in the project were piloted with Computing students. Many partners believing that the lure of a new system would be sufficient to prolong the engagement of the students.

For two of the OSP groups the work with the portfolio was integrated with their course work. The Computing degree students using it for work experience logs and the Electronics students as part of an optional unit on their course. The Child Care and Education students using BlackBoard were assessed on their portfolio work. Positive comments about the ePortfolios systems used were given by both computing and non-computing students.

Phase 1 covered a short time scale at a very busy time for students who had other priorities to meet and very little time to devote to learning new technology. They had expectations that using the ePortfolio system for PDP purposes would bring them benefits for little extra effort. For those students where the experience did not deliver this, their negative attitudes became more pronounced as evidenced in the negative attitude scores in the quantitative analysis.
Students from certain curriculum areas were looking for flexibility in the chosen tool that they could work with and customise as their confidence in its use grew. Tosh (2005) highlights the need for ePortfolio systems to be “adapted and re-shaped as the student gains skills and confidence.” Different curriculum areas and students individual learning preferences may necessitate contextualised approaches from the one institutional system.
Transferring student data

In the early stages of the project this has not been a priority. However in Phase 2 where more students are participating and some students from Phase 1 are progressing to further study in other partner institutions evidence will be gathered as to how data is transferred and if this is successful.

Conclusions

In preparing for Phase 2 of the project a number of lessons from Phase 1 can be learned.

The question of whether assessment has a long term effect on student motivation to engage with the process of PDP will be investigated to determine the level of influence on initial student motivation. Student feedback indicated that having a specific purpose for using the ePortfolio would make them more motivated in their use of PDP and ePortfolios.
The timing of when PDP/ePortfolio is introduced is important from a student commitment point of view and also from their ability to use the system effectively after the initial training. Phase 1 activities did not start at the most logical time for staff or students. It is hoped that the more suitable start time of a new academic year will obviate these concerns.

The importance of an informative and tailored induction clearly giving the rationale for PDP/ePortfolios was of benefit to student where it took place. All partners are being encouraged to include such sessions tailored to subject groups, age groups and course level.

The technology used needs to be appropriate, working properly and available for students to access. In many cases students did not feel confident in both what they were being asked to undertake, i.e. the process, and the systems there to support them, i.e. the ePortfolio systems, due to their unfamiliarity to the staff. With Phase 1 experience it is hoped that the technology will not get in the way of the process.
Where possible whole course teams will be involved in the project to ensure students get reinforcement on when to use and what they can be used for to precipitate the buy-in process for students.

Positive responses were noted from students where the ePortfolio tool is part of the on line systems used by staff/students for other aspects of the course. It is hoped that the ePortfolio systems will be further embedded as supporting tools for learning and teaching.
A holistic approach to student development also needs to be tailored to individual curriculum / student needs and therefore the adoption of a flexible and dynamic approach is advocated.

Positive responses were gathered from the majority of groups with regard to peer support/mentoring at the induction stage. Most students felt it would have helped their understanding/motivation to have had input from students already using the system. Although the majority of Phase 1 students did not feel confident enough themselves to act as mentors for Phase 2 students it is hoped that some willing volunteers can be found.
The PDP process needs to be more appropriately contextualised for the level of study, the type of student as well as for subject differences.
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