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Summary

This paper discusses some of the challenges that arose during the implementation of the pilot study of an ePDP/ePortfolio, together with some of the steps that are being put in place to make the future implementation more effective.

The account given in this paper is related to the experiences of staff members involved in the pilot. Data collection was undertaken in two ways: through a survey of the staff who took part in the pilot study; and through semi-structured interviews with majority of these fifteen staff members. The data collected from staff included information on students’ views. Majority of the challenges and the success of the steps that are being taken to overcome these challenges are linked to institutional culture. The culture is slowly changing in the partner institutions and PDP supported by ePortfolios plays a part in that change. The challenge in the longer term is to ensure that the change is fully embedded and the resulting transformation is demonstrable.

KEYWORDS: ePDP; ePortfolio, PDP, Learning, SELF, Tool, Challenges, Implementation, Transformation, ELF
Introduction

Background and Context

The UK government has accepted the fact that ePortfolios, through facilitating PDP (Department for Education and Skills, 2003) and meeting the requirements of HE Progress Files (QAA, 2001), can support the quality of teaching and learning and has a whole range of initiatives to cover this area, including the adoption of a student learning space for all learners. However, the term ePortfolio is currently being used to represent various concepts and systems of support. Personal Development Planning (PDP) as described in this paper promotes the development of ePortfolio collections, which include reflective commentaries relating to experiences on extra-curricula activities and university work.

The PDP process encourages all students to become actively involved in planning, and more responsible for their learning and for achieving their goals. Students also benefit by identifying and reflecting on knowledge and skills gained outside the classroom, and translating learning needs into realistic and measurable action plans. As a result of reflecting upon and articulating their current achievements and their goals for the future, students will be able to collect evidence to demonstrate what they know, what they can do and what they value. Various techniques have been drawn upon in order to ensure the PDP process is robust for its intended users (e.g. Buzan, 2003; Cottrell, 2003; Manktelow, 2005). The electronic format provides many benefits, including being able to add a wide variety of information, having a “24/7” access to the tool, and the ability to easily network and share the information.

The Individualised Support for Learning through ePortfolios (ISLE) project is a multi-faceted project that is funded by the Scottish Funding Council. One of the facets of the project is the development and implementation of PDP for Further Education (FE) and Higher Education (HE) purposes. The project is aimed at prompting students to take more responsibility for their learning and helping university and college staff members to better understand individual students and support the broader process of learning. 

The PDP process and supporting system, SELF (ePDP), in this paper are designed to help students connect academic, career and personal goals and experiences by using the Effective Learning Framework (ELF) model (QAA, 2006). It is also designed to develop students’ ability to think more holistically about themselves and their own development and learning (Endacott et al., 2004). Moreover, it is designed with the student, not the tutor/programme, at the centre of the learning process. This ensures that each individual’s separate and distinct experience is recognised and valued, and students are encouraged to take ownership of the process. The process is designed to be flexible and accessible in order to fit into any student’s circumstances. 

In 2005/06 academic year, the SELF (ePDP) system was piloted at the University of Abertay Dundee, and two further education (FE) colleges. These two colleges are The Adam Smith College, Fife, and Angus College. Fifteen staff members from across the three institutions took part in a year long testing process. This has provided significant information and insight for the ISLE project partners as a whole. Members of the pilot project embedded PDP in their curriculum, reported on their experiences, and helped the project staff revise and adapt the PDP process, in preparation for the expansion of the process in the 2006/07 academic year.

Objectives 

This paper presents some of the challenges that arose during the implementation of the pilot study, together with some of the steps that are being put in place to make the future implementation more effective.

Method

The account given in this paper is related to the experiences of staff members involved in the pilot. Data collection was undertaken in two ways: through a survey of the staff who took part in the pilot study; and through semi-structured interviews with majority of these fifteen staff members. The data collected from staff included information on students’ views.

Discussion

The challenges are similar for all the members that took part in the pilot and they include the following broad areas:

· Selling the benefits of PDP to reticent staff and students

· Pitching the training of staff and students for PDP processes at the right level and accommodating the multiple student competence levels (FE / HE) in the application of the SELF tool

· Interoperability, permission rights, role of institutional strategies, and various other lessons that have been learned during the pilot process

· Evaluation of the ePDP environment and process

· The future and the effect of ePDP on resources.

Selling the Benefits of PDP to Staff and Students

It is not enough to tell individuals that a PDP will be good for them and help them focus on their needs, particularly when one is trying to positively influence the culture of the institutions taking part in this initiative. It is therefore important that any benefits will have to match the contexts of the partner institutions and the language the individual students understand at the present moment. This is the reason why the QAA (QAA, 2001) gives considerable latitude to institutions at the local level to work out how they wish to implement PDP. There is however an agreement within the project team on an underpinning pedagogic model based upon the ELF approach (QAA, 2006).
It is important that programme teams, and staff in general, involved with students in delivering PDP are actively engaged in the PDP process. A lack of enthusiasm and commitment from staff is likely to adversely affect student engagement with the PDP process. Likewise, the converse is also true. Convincing both staff and students of the benefits of PDP is important.

During the pilot implementation phase of this initiative, we explored with staff the analogy between student ‘marketability’ and competitiveness of a product. In addition, we involved staff in the important decisions concerning how PDP is implemented. These include:

· Timing of the PDP – at induction, end of programme, etc

· Relationship of the PDP to curriculum – fully embedded or not

· Assessment of the PDP activity – should PDP be formally assessed or informally reviewed?
The involvement of staff in important discussions helps staff to market the benefits of PDP to students at their induction. In turn, the use of the concept of PDP should allow us to assist individual students to:

· Adopt an effective way to identify and analyse their strengths and development requirements

· Articulate their strengths and development requirements to their tutors in a way that would ensure that they get exposure to their required future learning activities

· Keep an effective record of their achievements against learning outcomes, as evidence of their performance

· Identify the skills, knowledge, and values they have and map them against those essential for their future career development.

The pilot has since indicated the critical need for a student training guide book, as part of selling the benefits of the PDP process. The student training guide book (McGuinness et al., 2006) has subsequently been written and is being introduced in September 2006 as part of the implementation of the PDP process.

Training of Staff and Students

There is a wide variety of forms that ePortfolio can take and the activities in our ePDP give baseline examples, particularly those activities that can help individual students to:

· Reflect on their education

· Make connections between where they are, where they want to be, and how they are going to get to where they plan to be

· Connect their educational goals to their personal experiences

· Create CVs to send to employers.
Within the current ePDP tool, there is a wide variety of activities that can suit the different learning styles of the students that are using the tool. Some of these activities (e.g. Open reflective questions, action planning, skills matrix) will be more familiar to some students than others. There is still an issue about how strictly relevant some of the terminologies used in the tool are to further education students. This is currently a subject of evaluation and could result in some adaptations to the tool. We believe that giving the students a choice of relevant activities forces them to think in what form to approach the activities personally and it encourages creativity and allows the students to have fun with activities. This point is emphasised in the training of students and staff and included in the student guide document.

Irrespective of the institutional contexts, the Scottish Credit Qualification Framework (SCQF) level, etc., the message at any of the training events is that the PDP consists of:

· Reflection about aspirations and whether they have been met. This offers the opportunity of getting to know students as individuals, right from the beginning of the programme of study

· Review of knowledge, skills and values developed

· Action planning for the future

· Putting the action plan into practice and recording development/achievements.
Central to the training philosophy is the recognition that different parts of the partner institutions may want to deliver the process using slightly different approaches. We have accommodated this by listening carefully and responding to the views of staff and students in the pilot study. We have used their views to tailor the ePDP tool to their needs, as it is important that the users own the process. The extra flexibility built into the tool, in terms of allowing users to start with any of the activities, should also assist individual students not wanting to follow the ‘logical’ order set out by the designers of the tool.

At the training/workshop events and in the student guide, it is emphasised that the PDP is owned by the individual students. This is important, because it is personal to students and supported and valued by the institution and its staff. The ePDP tool, for us, needed to be simple, as we do not want students to perceive the use of the tool as a burden. The examples given in the tool and in the student guide are practical examples and they are based on everyday student experiences. This characteristic of the ePDP tool, to the designers of the tool, is very important and will continue to be the subject of future evaluations.

Lessons Learnt and Issues for the Future

The initiative that we have engaged upon spans three institutions, with slightly different cultures. To lessen the challenge of designing a tool that might not be effective for some partners, the designers met with representatives of all the institutions on a regular basis and built in some flexibilities (see the section on Training of staff and students above). Irrespective of these measures, there are still issues with the terminology used in the ePDP tool and whether this favours one institution more than the others. These issues are subject of ongoing evaluation and any resulting evidence will be acted upon.

As students move between institutions, there is an issue about how their records are transferred.  This is an issue that requires co-operation between institutions. In addition, it requires negotiation of IPR rights and takes a long time to resolve. One lesson that we have learned is that the interoperability issue is one that needs to be tackled from the beginning of a project, as resolution of such an issue does take time. One of the advantages we have had in the implementation of the ePDP tool is one of being more aware of the issues relating to interoperability and their resolution, as a result of benefiting from expert advice on the issue.

The ISLE project view is that the content of an ePDP/ePortfolio system is personal. Individual students have the right to their records. However, tutors’ role as supporting and advising students is critical. Therefore, individual students would be encouraged to discuss and share their records with their tutors as part of the PDP process. Where the record is to be formally assessed, the tutors have to inform students at the outset what aspects of the record they have to share with their tutors. This clear definition of roles and responsibilities, we believe, is important. The issue of sharing output from the ePDP/ePortfolio came up several times at training. Students wanted to be assured that their personal records are not the property of others, whilst staff members want to be re-assured that there is a mechanism for discharging their responsibilities. The approach that we have adopted is a balanced and sensible approach, as it addresses the positions of staff and students on this issue.

Evaluation of the PDP process

We have developed an evaluation strategy to assess what progress we have made and identify what improvement measures that might be needed. These include:

· Attitude questionnaire surveys

· Interviews

· Audits on use

We recognise that much of the evidence we will obtain will be qualitative. All of the evidence will be analysed to ascertain the direction of our travel and what development we need to implement in the future. One of the ways of evaluating progress could include featuring good examples of those students who wish to share their experiences on institutional intranet and/or in institutional magazines. This approach could ensure that we have one of the most meaningful measures of success of the PDP process, by asking students to write their own account of the effectiveness and helpfulness of the process and tool.

The Future

Some students who participated in the pilot implementation have written positive feedback about the process. However, some students still see the process as an extra layer of burden. Questionnaire survey returns from staff members who participated in the pilot study generally show positive outcomes.

However, the results of our evaluation of the pilot study leads to the conclusion that there is still more nurturing left to be done. We still need more workshops to help people to better understand the PDP process. This can be achieved through continued improvement in central co-ordination at each of the partner institutions, but ownership should rest with the individual students through supportive academic tutors.

Preliminary Conclusions

The central aims of this paper were to present: some of the challenges that arose during the implementation of the pilot study of an ePDP tool; and some of the steps that are being put in place to make the future implementation more effective. The majority of the challenges and the success of the steps that are being taken to overcome these challenges are linked to institutional culture. The culture is slowly changing in the partner institutions and PDP supported by ePortfolios plays a part in that change. The challenge in the longer term is to ensure that the change is fully embedded and the resulting transformation is demonstrable.
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