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Executive summary

In mid 2007, the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC), formerly the Carrick Institute for
Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, commissioned an intensive research project to examine the
use of ePortfolios by university students in Australia. The project was awarded to a consortium of four
universities: Queensland University of Technology as lead institution, The University of Melbourne,
University of New England and University of Wollongong.

The overarching aim of the research project, which was given the working title of the Australian
ePortfolio Project, was to examine the current levels of ePortfolio practice in Australian higher education.
The principal project goals sought to provide an overview and analysis of the national and international
ePortfolio contexts, document the types of ePortfolios used in Australian higher education, examine

the relationship with the National Diploma Supplement project funded by the Federal government,
identify any significant issues relating to ePortfolio implementation, and offer guidance about future
opportunities for ePortfolio development.

The ePortfolio world is multifaceted: ePortfolios can be used in many diverse education and
employment situations, inevitably with a wide spectrum of purposes and a range of different audiences,
as well as implemented using a variety of software tools. A range of research methodologies was used to
investigate current practice and to capture data about the scope and relative penetration of ePortfolios:
an audit of educators, academic managers and human resources staff provided information about
current practice in individual Australian universities, while a series of focus groups and semi-structured
interviews amplified some of the key issues raised in the survey responses. While student surveys

shed light on the initial expectations of and subsequent experiences with ePortfolios, the perspectives

of learners who had used ePortfolios over a period of time were also reviewed. In February 2008, in
order to engage the different stakeholder groups in the research activities, the project team hosted the
Australian ePortfolio Symposium with an associated ePortfolio Showcase event, as well as a national
policy meeting, which stimulated interest in further opportunities to share knowledge and experiences.

The research findings revealed that there was a high level of interest in the use of ePortfolios in the
context of higher education, particularly in terms of the potential to help students become reflective
learners who are conscious of their personal and professional strengths and weaknesses, as well as

to make their existing and developing skills more explicit. There were some good examples of early
adoption in different institutions, although this tended to be distributed across the sector. The greatest
use of ePortfolios was recorded in coursework programs, rather than in research programs, with
implementation generally reflecting subject-specific or program-based activity, as opposed to

faculty- or university-wide activity. Accordingly, responsibility for implementation frequently rested
with the individual teaching unit, although an alternative centralised model of coordination by ICT
services, careers and employment or teaching and learning support was beginning to emerge.

The project investigation identified four individual, yet interrelated, contexts where strategies may be
employed to support and foster effective ePortfolio practice:

government policy
technical standards
academic policy
learning and teaching.

At present, however, the state of play in Australian universities is fragmented. While it is not yet equal
to leading edge practice in other countries, there is clear evidence of strong interest across the sector.
Ideally, the higher education sector should strive to bring together the different pieces of the ePortfolio
puzzle to build a cohesive composition that will benefit individual students, the quality of learning and
the value of higher education outcomes.

The project report concludes with a series of recommendations to guide the process, drawing on the
need for open dialogue and effective collaboration between the stakeholders across the range of contexts:
government policy, international technical standards, academic policy, and learning and teaching
research and practice.
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Recommendations

The current policy environment of the Federal Government seeks to enhance the quality of education,
encourage widened access to education opportunities, and stimulate integration between vocational
education and training and higher education in order to support innovation and productivity to ensure
ongoing national economic development and growth. Indeed, internationally, ePortfolio policy and
practice seek to draw together the different elements of integrated education and learning, graduate
attributes, employability skills, professional competencies and lifelong learning, ultimately to support an
engaged and productive workforce. The recent proposal for an Australian Higher Education Graduation
Statement seeks to provide an internationally acceptable format for presenting institutionally
authenticated information about learners, while an ePortfolio can help them better understand the value
of their achievements, not only through their academic studies, but also through formal and informal
learning activities in other areas of their lives.

Recommendation 1

It is recommended that the government departments with responsibilities for education
engage with peak industry, professional and employer bodies to develop a shared
understanding of the potential of ePortfolio practice to articulate employability skills.

* % X

Recommendation 2

It is recommended that government policy recognise ePortfolio practice as a strategy to
build an integrated relationship between higher education and the vocational education and
schools sector, in order to support the individual’s lifelong and lifewide learning needs and
to increase the potential for career progression.

* % X

Recommendation 3

It is recommended that the higher education sector acknowledge the role of the Australian
Higher Education Graduation Statement as an authenticated document reporting student
achievement, compiled and verified by the academic institution at the time of graduation,
while further acknowledging the value of the ePortfolio process to articulate the integrative
aspects of student learning.

* % X

Learner mobility within and between education, training and employment sectors requires processes
that will allow data about individuals to be both exported and imported across different systems

and services with the assurance that the data is both secure and accessible. Technical standards and
interoperability issues developed through international collaboration (for example, the eFramework for
Education and Research, and the IMS Global Learning Consortium) represent a key aspect of ePortfolio
practice, supporting the exchange of information and data across institutional, sectoral and jurisdictional
boundaries.

Recommendation 4

It is recommended that Australian ePortfolio stakeholders continue to develop the
collaborative relationship with partners in the eFramework for Education and Research
initiative in order to ensure that aspects of ICT in education and research are developed and
implemented strategically.

* % X
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Recommendation 5

It is recommended that the international information standards for ePortfolio practice
be adopted as an Australian technical framework, in order to facilitate the exchange of
information and data across institutional, sectoral and jurisdictional boundaries.

* % X

It is important for academic managers to have a broad understanding of the benefits and value that
ePortfolios can bring to learning, teaching and career development processes, so there is scope for

an ePortfolio culture to become an integral aspect of the academic environment. Those engaged in

the institution’s learning and teaching policy environment need to be conscious of the potential of
ePortfolios, when integrated into current and future eLearning strategies, to contribute to
student-centred learning strategies, transparent learning outcomes and the relevant employability skills
for graduates. Significantly, the successful adoption and implementation of ePortfolios require strong
alignment between the strategic, tactical and operational areas of academic management.

Recommendation 6

It is recommended that academic policy in higher education institutions recognises the value
of ePortfolio practice as a component of different pedagogies that enhance the quality of
learning and teaching across the institution.

* % X

Many early adopters of ePortfolio practice have recognised the potential of the ePortfolio process, when
it is embedded in learning and teaching activities, to help students move beyond the state of knowing
what they have learned to consider how they have learned. By reflecting on their own learning and
achievement, learners are encouraged to plan for their personal, academic and career development.
Currently, ePortfolio practitioners in higher education are eager to break away from their sense of
isolation and work collaboratively across disciplines and institutions to further their knowledge and
understanding. There is scope to develop a community of practice that will provide valuable channels
of communication between educators with shared interests and ideas, and encourage scholarship and
research. Compared with many other countries such as the United Kingdom, United States of America
and the Netherlands, Australia is in the early stages of ePortfolio practice and research. There is scope
to undertake investigations into the impact of ePortfolios on key areas on learning outcomes within and
beyond university.

Recommendation 7

It is recommended that the various stakeholders in higher education who are interested
in ePortfolios utilise the ePortfolio Toolkit (under development) to guide and inform their
practice.

* % X

Recommendation 8

It is recommended that ePortfolio stakeholders establish a Community of Practice to share
learning and experiences of quality ePortfolio practice in higher education, in order to foster
scholarship and research and to provide a forum for dissemination about good practice.

* % X




N ALUSTRALLAN
™ B TEACHING
el Ya

A
Australian ePortfolio Project — Final project report: August 2008 AE

Recommendation 9

It is recommended that a regular Australasian conference be convened to explore and discuss
ePortfolio research and practice.

* % X

Recommendation 10

It is recommended that the Australian Learning and Teaching Council adopt a leading role to
foster and support further research into the educational benefits of ePortfolio practice.

* % X

If the higher education sector is to effectively fulfil its role in producing skilled professionals who,
through continuous learning, career progression and coherent employability strategies, will play a
significant role in the future success of the Australian community and economy, then the potential of
ePortfolios to bring together educational technologies and quality learning processes, and to provide
evidence of individual achievement and employability skills should not be ignored. Policies and
strategies are required at both the sectoral and institutional levels to ensure that advantage is taken of
the opportunities for connectivity and cohesion in the fragmented world of eLearning, flexible delivery,
social networking and mobile technologies.
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home/pid/637
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