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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 project consists of 10 institutions covering a wide spread of missions, student type, staff experience and technological systems across Scotland in both Further Education (FE) and Higher Education (HE) sectors.
The generic aim of the project is to build foundations for transforming staff perceptions of Personal Development Planning (PDP) and build a sustainable future for a culture of ‘strong staff commitment combined with a genuine conviction that it is a worthwhile process for students to take part in’. Additionally, the project aims to develop and embed a shared concept of PDP flexibly supported through integrated blended learning strategies and utilise an e-portfolio model of recording and delivery.
The project aims to develop a learning environment in which to build learner confidence, aspirations and achievement by providing better quality feedback and appropriate and timely further support.
At the heart of the project are three core problems to be addressed:

· 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 partners have come together from a wide range of strategic backgrounds but with a shared perception that traditional approaches to teaching, assessment and facilitation of learning are labour-intensive, duplicate support and are often poorly co-ordinated, resulting in both reduced effectiveness and considerably increased direct and indirect costs to the sector and the wider economy. They are also not flexible enough to cope with the changing and diverse needs of students with respect to their learning behaviours.
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 model drew on the work of a number of others (Biggs, 2003; Knight, 2003) in developing the overall concept. 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). This model is the starting point for the strategic development of the ISLE concept in the partner institutions.
The partners also believed from the start that an ePortfolio delivery and recording model (e.g. Siemens, 2004) for PDP integrated in the Effective Learning Framework, would greatly enhance the learning environment for all students and lead to them developing empowered strategies for their own self-development in the future.
This paper examines the initial policies and strategies outlined by each partner at the start of the project as being their definitive approaches to effective learning development, particularly in empowering learners towards self-directed learning strategies of their own. Variables which will be addressed include policies in place, how individual institutions plan for effective learning across a wide spectrum of cultural identities in its staff and students and how this in turn affects opportunities to broaden learning experiences of students from a range of social environments. This work in progress paper will examine how the initial strategies have progressed so far and where they are liable to end up as part of sustainable strategies after the project has finished.
Of particular interest to the project team is how these initial strategies develop over the lifetime of the project with respect to:
· embedding of the integrative pedagogical framework developed for the project

· development of e-portfolio solutions towards self-directed learning

· staff and student development issues

· emerging good practice

· development of dissemination strategies.
All the partners adopted the shared concept of PDP as defined by Dearing (1997) as “a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon their own learning, performance and/or achievement to plan for their personal, educational and career development”
Evaluation of Initial Strategies
All the partners started from a different set of strategic priorities and policies for establishing effective learning practices, particularly with respect to PDP and ePortfolios. This is unsurprising given the significant diversity in institution mission, strategic objectives and stage of development overall. The partner institutions cover a wide spectrum of cultures, diversity of students and staff experience, ranging from a large university with a high percentage of “wider access” students located in the West of Scotland to a small further education college with a strong sense of community and rural “outreach” policies in the North-East of the country.
Prior to engaging with the ISLE project, each partner in the consortium was required to identify their key strategies and policies for effective learning. These, together with the number of times they occurred, were in the areas of:
· Learning and Teaching (6)

· E-Learning (5)

· Enhancement (2)

· ICT (2)

· Employability (1)

· Widening Participation (1)

· Rurality (1)

· HR (1)
This is a typical spread of strategic initiatives given the breadth and diversity of the institutions in the project but the major factor discovered by the project team is that the stage of development of these strategies is much wider than initially thought (see Progress to strategic transformation below). Therefore the project is moving forward on a much wider range of fronts that was originally planned for, making a coherent strategic development very difficult.
Support methods for PDP ranged from basic paper-based approaches to personal study planning to reasonably advanced pilot activity in ePortfolio approaches to such enhanced learning behaviour. In all cases staff experience of ePortfolios was very limited with, at best, such experience existing in only a handful of “enthusiasts”. It was also the case that much of this PDP activity was not based on self-directed reflective analysis although the institutions were all buying in to this as the basis of the pedagogical model.
Within the ISLE project, initial strategy and policy documents from all of the partners provided formal, public statements concerning the objectives and intentions of institutions in specific areas. A very basic measure of the initial understanding of the concept of transformation was assumed as the extent to which references to relevant constructs were included in these documents.
From this it can be noted that 
· Virtually all partner institutions cited more than one strategy (one institution cited only their e-learning strategy)

· The majority of institutions see their e-learning and or ICT strategies as the most relevant

· Two institutions cited an integrated suite of strategies as relevant to the project’s objectives
As a refinement on this, these strategies were scrutinised for the importance of the concept to the culture of an institution by assessing whether it was mentioned in the public documentation of that institution. To examine the extent to which PDP and ePortfolios were incorporated into strategic plans, a content analysis was carried out on the documents provided. All documents were searched for the terms “personal development planning”, “PDP” and “ePortfolio”. Since social inclusion and student diversity are also important to the idea of individualised learning, documents were also searched for the terms “inclusion” and “diversity”.
Results showed that eight of the ten institutions mentioned personal development planning at some point in the documentation provided suggesting that PDP was very much on the strategy agenda across institutions at the start of the ISLE project. Five of the ten institutions mentioned PDP as important in their more general teaching and learning/quality enhancement strategy documents, while four institutions had strategy documents focusing specifically on personal development planning. PDP was also mentioned in the eLearning strategy of one institution.
Across the partners, there was widespread recognition of the main advantages of PDP being:

· helps students become more aware of learning process

· helps in planning, monitoring, evaluating and providing feedback

· helps students take responsibility for their own learning

· will help make students more employable

· personalisation of learning.
One partner stated “The systematic development of PDP within the University is seen as a key element of both enhancing employability and student achievement by providing a means of personalising the learning experience”.
Most institutions aimed to embed PDP within current provision, but it was recognised that the needs of PDP would vary based on academic and professional requirements, the mode of study and the level of study. For example, some institutions reported that many part-time students were already using PDP through their employer.
Widening participation and inclusion is an important aim of all the partner institutions. Eight of the ten institutions included (contextually appropriate) uses of the words “diversity” and “inclusion”. Five of the institutions mentioned inclusion or diversity in their general teaching and learning or quality enhancement documents. In addition three institutions had more specific strategy documents focusing on inclusion or widening participation. One partner stated: “Embracing diversity as a cornerstone of our learning community”.
However ePortfolios appear to be a relatively new concept and are mentioned only twice in the documentation provided. One partner included ePDP/ePortfolios as one of a number of “issues which have arisen for consideration” in their Teaching and Learning strategy where it is mentioned in reference to the ISLE project. Developing ePortfolio /PDP was seen as a response to the key strategic theme of placing “a greater emphasis on learning processes & outcomes will ensure that the learner is at the heart of the process and can derive maximum benefit”.
Interviews with Senior Managers
To gather baseline data from senior managers associated with ISLE, short interviews were carried out with a sample of seven members of the ISLE steering group in October 2005 prior to the first phase implementation. Steering group members are senior representatives of the consortium partners attending the steering group meetings. The aim was to establish the views of these representatives of the institutions involved in the ISLE project concerning how they see the ISLE project fitting with their institutional strategies and bringing about transformational change and their views about the impact on retention, progression and achievement.
Initially, interviewees were prompted to discuss how ISLE fitted with their Institutional Plans from the point of view of wider Access, policy for PDP and any eLearning Policy/initiatives. A number of respondents voiced the opinion that ISLE would benefit their institution because it was 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. For example, wider access and participation, e-learning, student-centred learning, reflection etc.
The individual quotations are anonymised as per the agreement underwich the interviews took place.

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:

“the college is using institutional strategies to shape how they’re using ISLE rather than the other way round”

One respondent thought that PDP would be more suitable for some kinds of students than others:

“PDP not suitable for all – better for students with aspirations to big industry professions.”

Interviewees were then if they believed that the ISLE concept would lead to transformational change in their institution from the point of view of Staff/Student Interactions, the Approach to Teaching & Learning becoming more student centred and how this might affect academic & support staff ratios.
Five of the seven respondents agreed that ISLE would help students to become more self-directed learners, taking more responsibility for their own learning. This change to more self-directed learning was felt to be already evident but ISLE might help this change to be better resourced. One respondent felt that ISLE would help to accelerate movement to PDP by providing more resources. The move to student centred learning meant that the workload of academic staff would change although not necessarily that of support staff. However one respondent felt that the meaning of “student centred learning” was not widely understood making this claim difficult to evaluate.
One of the benefits of ISLE was initially conceived as helping institutions to become more collaborative and more aware of what was happening elsewhere which would help in avoiding repeating mistakes and not missing anything.
Several respondents claimed that ISLE should lead to transformational change for staff by making them more reflective too and helping their CPD plans. However the need to keep the implementation simple was highlighted:

“If ISLE is to be transformational for staff it would have to be easy to use; eLearning sometimes fails because it is too complex.”

Another conceived important benefit of ISLE was that it would lead to examples of best practice for PDP. One respondent commented that ISLE would be more effective if PDP and ePortfolios became embedded into the curriculum rather “bolt on activities”.
As a third question, senior managers were asked if the implementation of ISLE would affect student achievement in terms of progression, retention and performance – one of the original key aspects of “transformation” as conceived in the project bid document. Respondents were generally positive that ISLE would lead to improved student achievement. Two of the respondents felt that progression, retention and performance would all benefit. Five viewed retention as the main priority and felt that ISLE should help with this particularly in the early stages and at times of transition.
“ISLE should help in retention as it helps to identify the support needs of students at an early stage”

One felt that most impact would be on student performance because ISLE will “encourage them to reflect, identify resources, make learning more interesting and motivate them”.
Reasons given for these positive views of ISLE included:

“Students were more aware of PDP as they have it at school.”

“It will help students to become more reflective, increase motivation.”

“Might help to change the students’ mindsets/bring a culture change.”

“Should provide students with a better understanding of what they need to be successful and achieve.”

With large-scale projects of this nature, changes might not show up during the lifetime of the project.

“with respect to transformational change, this is unlikely over a two year period. However many things will be learned during this time.”

This last comment is particularly apt as during the lifetime of the project so far, it has been the growing feeling within the project team and the Funding Council that the two year period is too short to lead to major transformational change and within that progression and achievement rate change that could be directly attributed to ISLE activity.
Lastly, interviewees were asked how ISLE would affect links between school and FE/HE; FE and HE; FE/HE and Employment. Five of the seven respondents felt that ISLE would help to smooth links both between school and FE/HE and FE and HE, although only three agreed that it would facilitate the transition between FE/HE and employment. Two respondents argued that the fact that PDP reflects what is happening in schools should help to ease the transition, although one felt that the lack of common software would present a barrier in terms of links between school and FE/HE and between FE/HE and employment. However it is an ascertain of the project that a commonly understood, underpinning pedagogical model of PDP will mitigate this perceived barrier.
Progress to strategic transformation

In the initial stages of the project, thinking about the transformation process across the partners didn’t fully take into account the various starting positions of the partners, their state of readiness for change. The view (Figure 1) was that we were relatively close to each other in our understanding of PDP and our ability to support those processes electronically through ePortfolio systems and that by participating in the project we would all develop at a similar pace and head in the same direction. With these assumptions not enough account was taken at a project level of the needs and issues for each partner and their ability to respond to the change agents being developed.
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Figure 1: Initial belief. The partners, starting from similar positions would move forward relatively uniformly
The reality (and it now seems obvious) is that the original starting points of the partners was far more varied than first envisaged and the direction of each partner was not the same and the pace of change was also not the same (Figure 2). The phrase that is now used in the project is that after a year we are better prepared to start a transformational process as we have a better understanding of where we are starting from as well as an understanding of where it is we want to go.
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Figure 2: Reality. The partners started from widely varying starting positions and are moving in different directions according to their institutional strategies.
This of course, in addition means that the finishing points for each institution at the end of the project will be very different and less cohesive than first thought. This in turn re-emphasises the importance of each institutions Exit and Sustainability Strategy.

Progress Since Initial Analysis
These initial findings from both evaluation of available strategy documents and from interviews with senior managers have been built on through a series of unstructured meetings with project partners during the course of the project so far. There is some anecdotal evidence of shifts in strategic attitudes and the emergence of new strategic approaches. The next stage of the project is to firm up thee emerging views.
By the end of the project it is expected that each institution will have consolidated an exit strategy for the project and developed more coherent strategies for implementing ePortfolios based on a reflective student-centred learning model where appropriate.
Conclusions

The ISLE project is still in progress and full results will not be available till Spring 2007. However, results so far show that:
· the rich diversity of institutional attitudes, policies and missions coupled with the diverse nature of the various student populations is both a help and a hindrance to the project

· the data collected is proving to be valuable in assessing attitudes at student, staff and institutional level but there is a tendency towards fragmentation of some areas of the study due to the significant difference present

· The partners believe that the project overall will serve as a rich source of data on factors influencing self-directed empowered learning in students and how this is influenced by experience, social inclusion and cultural factors.
References
1. ISLE Project http://isle.paisley.ac.uk (Website accessed 08/09/2006)
2. JISC (2005) eLearning Transformation Programme. http://www.jisc.ac.uk/elearning_sfc.html (Website accessed 08/09/2006).
3. George Siemens (2004) ePortfolios http://www.elearnspace.org/Articles/eportfolios.htm (Website accessed 08/09/2006)
4. Biggs, J., (2003), Teaching for Quality Learning at University, Buckingham, SRHE
5. Knight, P. T. and Yorke, M. (2003) Learning, Curriculum and Employability in Higher Education. Routledge
6. Implementing PDP Joint Working Group. Effective Learning Framework: Supporting Effective Learning. http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/uploads/documents/ELFSupportingEffectiveLearning.pdf
7. Dearing, 1997, National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education
Authors
Dr. David Ross
Director
Centre for :Learning and Teaching
University of Paisley
High Street

Paisley
david.ross@paisley.ac.uk 

Elizabeth A. Boyle

School of Social Science

University of Paisley

High Street

Paisley

PA1 2BE

liz.boyle@paisley.ac.uk
Gerard Graham

ISLE Project Manager

University of Paisley

High Street

Paisley

PA1 2BE

gerard.graham@paisley.ac.uk









1

_1215592286.vsd
X-Axis


Y-Axis


*


*


*


*



_1215423738.vsd
X-Axis


Y-Axis



