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ePortfolios appear to change some of the rules of the game; rules which either state that learning technologies are owned 

and provided by the institution or which more recently suggest that learners bring their own technologies to the 

classroom. ePortfolio technologies are typically provided by the institution but controlled by the learner – the learner who 

is causing further rules to change as they become more active in shaping the learning environments they inhabit [1].  

Other rule changes challenge the ‘one-size fits all’ hegemony of traditional university courses and promote the 

development of responsive curricula [2] and personalisation of the learning experience [3] – both strong ecological 

factors supporting the use of eportfolios. 

However, despite being widely associated with personal learning, the reality is that eportfolios are still primarily 

experienced through course based curricula. Worse still, given that health and education are the leading programme areas 

for portfolio use in higher education [4] and that these areas tend towards competency or standards-based portfolios the 

learner experience is far more homogenised than personalised.  Even in those contexts where the learner is more central 

to the purpose of the portfolio, such as for personal development planning or graduate attributes, the user still tends to 

work to a framework or template defined by the institution. 

The best eportfolios are personal; they afford an idiosyncratic representation of what the learner knows or has 

experienced – though not necessarily what sense they can make of it.  Key amongst the characteristics common to 

eportfolio definitions  are those of collection and projection:  

An e-portfolio is a purposeful aggregation of digital items – ideas, evidence, reflections, feedback etc, which 

“presents” a selected audience with evidence of a person’s learning and/or ability. [5] 

So, if a portfolio is simply a collection of artefacts drawn together to communicate a claim to an audience then where 

does the learning take place? Advocates of eportfolios claim that it is through eportfolio based learning [6] specifically 

those acts of collecting, selecting, reflecting, interpreting and evidencing [7].  The acts of collecting and selecting are 

lower order skills than the complex acts of reflection, which should be pursued purposefully with a model to guide 

learners through the reflective process [8]. 

Typically eportfolio systems focus on collection (through file upload) and projection relying on processes and 

relationships external to the system to facilitate the analysis, sense making, and forward planning central to reflection for 

learning. This presentation explores the evolution of an eportfolio system into a personal learning space – a system of 

tools and functions where the process of learning is elevated above the simple aggregation and dissemination of artefacts; 

where the artefacts are developed through engagement with the system – through experiencing and inhabiting the ‘space’ 

[9].   Specifically this presentation will explore four use case vignettes, all drawn from real practice.  

In the first use case members of one of the UK’s largest professional organisations utilise a reflective wizard to record 

professional development activities. The records can be readily shared for feedback and are ultimately added to a 

development record which is shared with peers and the professional body.  

In the second use case a bespoke wizard is created to help medical trainees record and reflect upon their life-saving skills. 

The wizard includes a video recording of the learner’s simulated practice and allows the learner to return to the artefact 

over time to make further reflections and to respond to input from their mentor. 

The third use case flows from a JISC-funded project in the UK where work-based learners engage with a templated  

eportfolio in the personal learning space.  The eportfolios are created as highly personalised parent artefacts by the 

teachers leading each small unit of learning. The portfolios contain individualised tasks; collaborative activities and 

personal reflective journals – which themselves contain prompts to aid the recording, reflecting and learning process. 

The final use case shows how, through the use of external tools linked by web-services, learners can draw upon 

professional or academic vocabularies to help articulate their own learning and experience. In this example learners use 

the ‘co-generated curriculum toolkit’ – otherwise known as CogenT – to find academic terms and level descriptors that 

can be used to present portfolios of evidence in claims for accreditation of prior learning. 



It can be claimed that eportfolios are readily personalised  by the inclusion of artefacts generated outside of the system; 

videos on YouTube, images on Flickr and documents in Google. The personal learning space discussed here even allows 

the import of tweets  or any atom-enabled object. However, it is not what can be included but rather why and what 

purpose does it serve that should be addressed.  And it is the development of tools and functions that prompt questions 

like ‘why’, ‘so what’ and ‘what if’ that transform the eportfolio system into a space where learning is actually generated 

rather than being simply collected and evidenced. And, in the context of life-long and life-wide learning where there may 

not be ready access to a teacher, tutor or mentor, the ability of the system to proxy this role is essential. 

In many ways eportfolios are no different to essays, debates or other products of learning. The quality of the output is 

highly dependent upon the quality of the input. As JISC [6] assert: 

Behind any product, or presentation, lie rich and complex processes of planning, synthesising, sharing, 

discussing, reflecting, giving, receiving and responding to feedback. (p.6) 

However, this paper asserts that those rich and complex processes are not innate skills for learners and cannot be 

assumed to be developed by osmosis simply through the act of portfolio building.  By drawing upon extant examples of 

practice this presentation will demonstrate some of the tools and scaffolded processes that are necessary to transform an 

eportfolio system into a personal space for learning – an essential change if new, responsive forms of curricula are to be 

successfully experienced by the non-traditional learners that universities must now attract and service in response to the 

new economics of higher education - in a world where all the rules have changed.  
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