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Background and Context

The Individualised Support for Learning through ePortfolios (ISLE) Project is funded by the Scottish Funding Council as one of 6 national projects funded under the e-Learning Transformation initiative. The programme is managed by the JISC programme team.
The generic aims of the project are to:

· build foundations for transforming staff perceptions of Personal Development Planning (PDP)
· build a sustainable future for effective learning
· develop and nurture a culture of strong staff commitment combined with a genuine conviction that PDP is a worthwhile process for students to take part in.

The project addresses a need identified amongst the partner institutions and from analysis of work on other related projects through CRA, for more timely and tailored support to meet individual learner needs, and more effective mechanisms to link up the various sources of support for learners made available at the FE and HE stages of learning. It also provides a framework in which to build learner confidence, aspirations and achievement by providing better quality feedback and appropriate and timely further support. The project seeks to address three core problems:

· Under-performance of learners - improving learner progression, retention and achievement, and enhance employability

· Meeting the diverse needs and rising expectations of learners (and lifelong learning) within the context of continued pressure to reduce costs

· Realising a seamless transition model that meets stakeholder expectations for efficiency, quality, sustainability and transferability to different institutional contexts.

The project also has a number of strategic objectives, including to:

· establish and demonstrate the effectiveness of a common pedagogical framework of practice across the partner institutions grounded in a shared concept of PDP

· realise tangible benefits for learners in terms of effective learning, increased skills, self-awareness and employment prospects

· identify, develop and deliver support and training for staff and students collaboratively to facilitate effective use of the ePortfolio framework. 

There is growing evidence (CRA) of the pedagogical benefits of an ePortfolio approach to effective learning and that learners, in particular, value such tools to support PDP and to join up different aspects of their learning experience. The project builds on this by specifically linking PDP, on-line diagnostic tools and integration to other online resources to support effective learning and transition between stages of learning.

The ISLE project is unique in the way in which it proposes to move the concept of PDP forward to a new level through the integration of the various blended learning tools (e.g. VLEs, ePortfolios, and diagnostic assessment tools) and by the way in which it will develop as an individualised, self-reflective learning environment for students. It differs substantially from previous ePortfolio projects by putting the emphasis not on technological solutions but on how to get the necessary pedagogical transformations so that learners meaningfully benefit through the effective deployment of technology to support the learning process. 

The Project Model

The project is fundamentally built on three basic concepts which lead to an integrated model for effective learning for students. The three concepts are:

· Personal Development Planning

· ePortfolios

· Pedagogical Underpinning 

Personal Development Planning

The project team has adopted a widely-accepted definition of PDP as ‘a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon their own learning and/or achievement and to plan for their personal, education and career development’ (Universities UK, 2002).
Fundamentally, PDP is a process much more that it is a product, even though students usually produce a product of some form (e.g. paper or e-based portfolio or CV, etc). The process which is both iterative and integrative consists of:

· goal setting and “action” planning

· doing (learning through the experience of doing with greater awareness)

· recording thoughts, ideas, experiences, evidence of learning

· reviewing (reflections on what has happened, making sense of it all)

· evaluating (making judgements about self and own work and determining what needs to be done to develop/ improve/move on).

Additionally, there is agreement within the ISLE consortium that if the process of PDP is to become an integral part of the curriculum, a number of fundamental constructs need to be accepted by staff and students for example:

· the process needs to be underpinned by institutional strategies, especially for teaching, learning and assessment and student support, and at the programme level through adaptation of the model to fit a particular subject ethos

· the process needs to be learner-centred, supportive of a wide-range of different learning styles – it needs to represent (or at least parallel) the student’s own personal learning journey

· the main outcome from such processes in terms of personal development will likely be a significant contribution to students becoming independent, autonomous, self-aware learners

· the processes should be relevant to students at all stages in their studies in higher education and employment and link to previous development in schools and further education. 

ePortfolios

An ePortfolio can be variously defined, but for the purpose of this project it is understood as an electronic tool capable of supporting personal development planning (PDP), including an electronic archive, opportunities for diagnostic testing and interactive learning, feedback and support, and facilities to manipulate and present outputs, such as curriculum vitae. As such, it is not just a repository for recording activities but an integral part of the basic pedagogical model underpinning the project and providing a virtual environment in which the goal of empowered, self-directed, reflective learning can be nurtured. 

Both within the UK and internationally there is considerable research into the development of the ‘ePortfolio’ concept and much previous variety in concept. A significant number of US institutions are now deploying ePortfolios to allow students to record their learning and present their achievements. Of more immediate relevance to ISLE are those projects in the UK working within the contexts of PDP, a learner centred pedagogy, embedding skills in the curriculum and employability. Those at Nottingham University (PADSHE), Liverpool University (LUSID), Wolverhampton University (PebblePAD) and Dundee University (MyPDP) have been particularly helpful in providing background and experience to the ISLE project alongside a number of other UK-wide initiatives.

Siemens (2004) argues that five levels of functional requirement exist for ePortfolios, with increasing institutional and cross-institutional embedding. The ISLE project model of an ePortfolio is rooted in Levels 4 and 5 in which the ePortfolio developed by students is integrated into institutional systems and services for learning, assessment and personal development, conforms to open standards, is transferable and interoperable at least within an institution and potentially across institutions.

Pedagogical Underpinning

The ISLE Project uses a basic definition of learning as “a fluid mixture of experience, values, contextualised information and insight that provides a framework for evaluating and incorporating new experiences and information” (Davenport, et al. 2000). This definition combines different sorts of knowledge and understanding in ways that enable learners to acquire, create, make sense of and use new knowledge.

The past 20 years have seen big changes in the structure, function and financing of tertiary education. Widening student access has radically changed the profile of new entrants. Classes today are not only larger, but contain a much greater diversity of learner ages, maturity, backgrounds and capacity to learn. This has also led to a much wider spectrum of entry-level skills and attributes. Therefore, the modern learning environment is extremely complex and managing the learning process in such an environment, requires strategies which utilise some of the principles of so-called complexity theory (Stacey, et al. 2000).

The learning process in itself is often a key agent of change as students gain confidence in their knowledge and skills and recognise or search out opportunities for personal, community or career development.

The “modern” learning environment can be assumed as originating in a dependent environment in early stages, based on knowledge and understanding of the discipline. Tertiary education curricula are fundamentally concerned with this type of knowledge, and assessment processes test its acquisition and use through a range of methods that reflect the way knowledge is produced in the subject. In a course’s later stages, e.g. Honour’s year of an undergraduate programme, students should reach an independent stage of learning based on skills of application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation, and in a trans-disciplinary way.

Therefore, increasingly, students are being required to become autonomous in their learning, skilled in a multi-disciplinary/cross-disciplinary range of skills and to become interdependent in these in order to become a marketable and employable asset in skills such as taking initiative, leadership, working in teams, collaborating and planning and their own careers.

The world that most of our students will inhabit for most of their working lives requires capacity and understanding for working with many different sorts of knowledge in order to engage with complex emergent problems for which there may be a range of possible solutions (Eraut, 1994), including the concept of “meta-learning” (Biggs, 1985). Knowing what and how to learn the next thing is just as important as what has already been learnt.

Constructive alignment principles such as those of Biggs (2003), are also fundamental to the ISLE pedagogical model. In essence if we have a student with already well-founded learning skills, confidence, enthusiasm and motivation and a student with low motivation, poor learning skills and little confidence, then the gap between their performance will be greater the more the passive nature of teaching. Conversely, the more we engage the students in active learning, that is engaging students in seminar discussions, using interactive formative feedback techniques, etc, the smaller the gap will be and the less-able students will be more likely to succeed. 

The Complete Model

The pedagogical model underwent further development in the early stages of the project through consideration of a number of other PDP/Employability related models such as the key skills and autonomous learning strands of the Scottish Credit & Qualifications Framework (SCQF) and the USEM theory of employability (Knight and Yorke, 2003).
The concept of the ISLE pedagogical model is based on the model developed by the Effective Learning Project team (ELF, 2006) which produced a model designed to make the implementation of PDP a more relevant and achievable prospect in Scottish tertiary education.  This group, which a number of the key ISLE project staff were involved in, is based on the principle that PDP is just one of many processes embedded within a general framework of learning, teaching and assessment strategies, careers information and guidance, and learners personal aspirations and experiences – this is known as the Effective Learning Framework. The model encourages institutions to consider the holistic aspects of the student learning experience and how these should be linked, in terms of (a) the institution directly supporting the student’s learning experience, e.g. by encouraging academic staff to work more closely with careers staff and (b) how the student integrates their internal learning experience, e.g. by being able to relate what they have learned to their range of employability and transferable skills, through a series of Focused Learner Questions (FLQs). 
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At the core is a self-audit process for students, set within the context of an overall student learning experience represented by considering the three fundamental aspects of academic curriculum, career aspirations and personal experience as a set of interlinked “spheres” of activity and experiences. Additionally, the model is not static but will dynamically “change” at various points during the student lifecycle, with the relative importance (“size”) of each sphere and the way in which they integrate (amount of “overlap”) with each other varying according to a number of factors including the stage of the programme of study reached, nature of particular subjects, the nature of a particular learning experience and student maturity and development.
The intersections of the three spheres represent the integration of joint learning areas and the focus of Self-Audit. Such an audit will be achieved by students through a framework of questions – Focused Learner Questions (FLQs) which are student-based and Generic Questions which are Institution based. The link between the “generic” and “focussed learner” questions is based on the concept that Institutions can define their core mission statements and strategies, the student’s main subject area of study can define the context for learning and the students themselves define their intentions through ePDP.
Methodology

The project methodology is structured around a series of tightly focussed work packages, each coordinated by a partner institution, and integrated into the overall programme of work. The overall emphasis is on engaging staff at the local level and involving each partner in the delivery of the project in line with their strategic priorities and specific strengths. The overall work of the project is centred around pedagogical, technical and operational issues and these are built into the work packages as required.

The basic evaluation strategy calls for pre and post analyses of student and staff responses to their engagement in the pilot work packages in Phase 1 (to September 2006) and Phase 2 (to April 2007). This is being done through, Pre and Post questionnaires for staff and students, tutor logs, i.e. staff doing their own PDP, and PDP Practice summaries, student focus groups, staff interviews and development workshops.
An intervention study like ISLE depends upon the impact of the intervention at different levels of the system from the institutional and management level to the academic and support staff who are at the front line in implementing the changes to the students who are in receipt of the changes. A key evaluation aspect is the assessment to what extent the constructs embed into the institution at these different levels. From the many different possible sources of data, it was decided that the evaluation in Phase 1 should focus on collecting data at four different levels of students, staff, University managers and Institutional strategies.

To establish the extent to which the ISLE project is successful in raising awareness of PDP and ePortfolios and changing practice in their use, the evaluation work package collected baseline data at these different levels in the system at the start of the ISLE project. Consequently the basic design of the study was a before/after design where some measures were taken prior to participation in ISLE and then again following participation in the project.

Discussion

The ISLE project represents a significant challenge from the point of the very large geographical spread of the partners and particularly the wide spread of missions, student type, staff experience and technological resourcing The scale of this diversity was not fully appreciated at the project planning stage and has resulted in difficulties in developing a reasonably common integrated strategic development approach. There have also been difficulties in establishing a credible move forward in the concept of “transformation”, particularly with regard to measurable improvements in progression or retention. This is due to the short timescale of the project and the realisation that any measurable increases would not necessarily be attributable to the benefits accrued by implementing the ISLE model.

After the first year of the project, it can be concluded from questionnaires, workshops and focus groups, that the partners have the same understanding of PDP as an empowering, self-reflective pedagogical model. There is evidence of: 

· Increased confidence in PDP but not in ePortfolios – this is likely due to unfamiliarity with the technology in both staff and students

· Attitudes to benefits of PDP/ePortfolios are less positive than anticipated in both staff and students – this is likely due to expectations set too high

· Attitudes to negative aspects pre-and post Phase 1 did not noticeably change – possibly indicating insufficient experience during the pilot phase or that staff and students believe that it is a positive intervention overall.

In our Phase 1 evaluation of the project from an institutional management perspective, a number of respondents voiced the opinion that ISLE will benefit their institution because it is likely to help tackle issues and support ideas already proposed or about to be included in strategic plans, as well as ideas already/about to be implemented in some format, e.g. wider access and participation, e-learning, student-centred learning, reflection etc. ISLE was regarded as in tune with broad pre-existing issues in FE and HE such as quality enhancement and the effective learning framework (ELF) and was seen as a mechanism for helping to implement pre-existing institutional strategies. One of the recognised benefits of ISLE was that it would help institutions to become more collaborative and more aware of developments elsewhere which would help avoid repeating mistakes and overlooking existing work.

Another important recognised benefit of ISLE was that it would lead to examples of effective practice for PDP. Examples are emerging from the PDP Practice Summaries completed by the tutors involved in implementation activities.
Respondents were generally positive that ISLE would lead to improved student achievement. The current results suggest that despite their lack of familiarity with these constructs, the students do have a basic understanding of these main features of PDP and ePortfolios. Students were less certain that PDP and ePortfolios would “change the way I learn” or “change the way I interact with staff”. This suggests that from their current understanding students did not agree with or found it difficult to evaluate these features of the tools.

Conclusions

This study covers the work of an exciting cross-sector project into the development and implementation of an ePortfolio based reflective, empowering and individualised effective learning model for students. All partners have made substantial progress so far in adopting the pedagogical model to their own institutional circumstances.

Students confirmed that they had significantly more experience of PDP, ePortfolios and diagnostic testing 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 and diagnostic testing. Students’ attitudes to the benefits of PDP and ePortfolios were less positive following participation in the ISLE project, although attitudes to the negative features of these tools did not change.

The second phase of implementation will further test the model on students and staff and will look for acceptance of fundamental constructs.
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