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Background

Although many health professions have significant experience using portfolios, this has been largely compartmentalised and not coordinated. The National Health Service (NHS) has no standards for their creation or delivery and to date the use of e-portfolios has been small, isolated and experimental. In August 2005 NHS Education for Scotland (NES) piloted an e-Portfolio for Foundation (trainee) doctors to evaluate the potential benefits for education and the organisation at large. The pilot population included all Foundation Year One trainees from the South East and North East Scottish deaneries, with representative samples from the East and West (n=370). 
Objectives

Whilst the immediate measure of the pilot was the evaluation of the e-Portfolio for trainee doctors, the project was also charged with additional and broader objectives. For the Foundation Programme, the pilot compared the efficacy and educational benefits between the paper and electronic formats. The pilot was also being used other professional groups, medical and otherwise, to gauge the advantages of adopting it for other educational activities within the NHS, as well as potential for linkage between undergraduate health education and continuing professional development. Finally, the pilot was to support NES achieving corporate objectives, such as creating educational infrastructure and promoting lifelong/e-learning to ultimately benefit patient care.
Summary of results

From the onset the e-Portfolio has been thoroughly evaluated, both in terms of hardware/software integrity as well as ease and frequency of use. Due to the developing nature of the system during the pilot, user feedback was used to update and improve functionality at regular intervals, rather than waiting for the end of the pilot to make changes. A formal online survey was conducted in late October 2005.
Usage statistics are automatically generated by the system and have shown strong and consistent use from the launch of the pilot. The e-Portfolio is accessed from both NHS and home, at all times of day and night. Qualitative data has been compiled the online survey, email feedback and free-text response from training evaluation.
It was quickly apparent that users of the electronic system enjoyed distinct advantages, including:

· Automated collation and analysis of assessment – saving considerable trainee,  tutor, educational supervisor and administrative time and resource

· An effective messaging system and automated reminders for users

· Early flagging of poor performance

· A more versatile, transferable and accessible format 

The Foundation e-Portfolio demonstrated itself to be a robust and stable system throughout the course of the pilot and has brought considerable savings and benefits to all its users – trainees, tutors, educational supervisors and deanery administration.

Conclusions and recommendations

From its inception the NES e-Portfolio was designed to enable easy expansion at a future date, and following the success of the pilot the system is currently undergoing considerable growth on many fronts.

A number of technological improvements, identified by the pilot, are ongoing. Discussions are underway with undergraduate and CPD educational providers (e.g. universities, Royal Colleges) around the transfer of material to and from the NES system to enable learners’ portfolios to follow them throughout their careers. User applications, such as a CV generator, are being developed to add to the functionality of the e-Portfolio. And all source code is being examined and rigorously tested to improve performance. At time of writing, efforts were underway to incorporate the system within a federated learning environment.
The Foundation pilot’s success lead to the expansion of the project beyond the initial cohort to permanently include all of Foundation (Year One and Two) doctors in all Scottish deaneries – a quadrupling of users for August 2006. The expansion did not remain in Scotland however. The Conference of Postgraduate Medical Deans in the UK (COPMeD) endorsed the product in late spring and the e-Portfolio was modified to deliver for England trainees. At time of writing a number of UK (outside Scotland) deaneries were set to join the system as of August 2006, with many more opting to join when their user data is compatible in the near future.
The NES e-Portfolio has also been adopted for other staff groups. The software currently has been modified and is delivering e-portfolios for general practitioners, pharmacists and trainee dentists, with discussions for further expansions at various stages with nearly every health profession in Scotland. The initial Foundation e-Portfolio was created largely to provide for assessment, but the product has been steadily diversifying to support reflective practice, professional tools and deliver e-learning. The fact that the NES e-Portfolio has so quickly expanded in size and function is testament to the utility and potential of e-Portfolios to the National Health Service.  
