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	1. Project description


E-portfolios in art / design / media: enhancing student skills and employability

The project aimed to investigate the use of e-portfolios for the development and representation of skills for employability. To that end, the focus was on outward facing portfolio and their relationships to education and employment.

Initially, a review of the literature yielded little in the way of domain-specific research into e-portfolios. Where literature was available, it tended to focus on discrete disciplines, with little undertaken for creative arts and media. However, a review of professional literature in the field enabled a context for further investigation to be devised.

The project team took a research-oriented approach and investigated portfolio practice in three HEIs, sourcing data through observation, interview and survey analysis from stakeholder groups: students, educators, employers and professional bodies.

The inquiry surfaced a number of significant themes, notably the development of emergent tensions between user and institutionally driven technologies. Similar tensions were evident on the issue of e-portfolio use, specifically in the differences between process and representational portfolios. Comments from participants on these issues and on institutional approaches has surfaced rich data, providing insights into the challenges underlying e-portfolio developments in art, design and media disciplines. Some of these themes are outlined in the resulting examples of practice reports, and are also reflected on in the thematic narrative report.
	2. Project outputs


	Project Output
	Description
	Location

	Project report
	Submitted to Higher Education Academy
	Not available publicly, submitted to HEA

	Thematic narrative
	The thematic narrative provides a critical overview of the project, reflecting on its evolution, articulating key emergent messages and expressing thinking on the project’s central themes.
	Available from the Evolve website at: http://pathfinder.cumbria.ac.uk/del2.html

	Annotated bibliography
	The annotated bibliography is an updatable resource available online. The literature sourced for the project was analyzed and ‘coded’ through use of tagging on a weblog. The annotated bibliography (as of February 2008) is also available in Word and PDF formats. As of 14 July 2008 the blog had been viewed 344 times. Contributions will continue to be made to the blog after the project has been completed.
	Online at the literature blog: http://del2admlit.wordpress.com

	User-led versus organizationally-led tools 

Investigation into practice: University of Ulster
	A tension was revealed between institutional tools and those open source and Web 2.0 tools offered to individuals through the Internet.

As well as investigating the theme, findings in Belfast surfaced challenges facing students who need to generate digital content to enable opportunities for employment. One reason for this is the geographical isolation experienced by students in this region.
	Available on the project website & wiki archive

	The challenge of ubiquity: Individuality and ownership

Investigation into practice: London College of Fashion
	There is an onus on organizations to maintain ownership over technology provision in order to deliver a ubiquitous service. By contrast, the creative arts demand flexibility.
The challenges of software ubiquity include that generic software selected by organizations are not tailored to the needs of the creative arts, lacking in the ability to individualize and ‘own’ content design.

This investigation demonstrated an institutional approach to providing ‘e-portfolio’ solutions, with a wide range of highly focused purposes such as employer engagement, alumni opportunities and showcasing events specific to the students in that institutional context.
	Available on the project website & wiki archive

	Bridging the gap between process and representational portfolios

Investigation into practice: Coventry University
	Commercial e-portfolio software tends to be PDP focused, with an emphasis on institutional input and learning. This is incongruous with the subject culture of traditional art and design portfolios, often targeted for specific audiences and highly personalized.
Bridging the gap between recording design process in an e-portfolio and representing it for employment is challenging because the purposes of a creative arts portfolio are not necessarily supported by potential uses of commercial e-portfolio products.

Students highlighted the range of skills that they require to construct an effective e-portfolio. Some of these skill sets do not correlate to the subject discipline being studied. (For example, an industrial design student may also require knowledge of photography and graphic design)
	Available on the project website & wiki archive


	3. Dissemination


	Activity
	Details

	ALT-C symposium

September 2008
	Collaborative symposium – ‘E-portfolios in the disciplines’, at the ALT-C conference in Leeds, 9-11 September 2008.

	Centre for Development of Learning and Teaching (CDLT) Academic conference

University of Cumbria - February 2009
	The University of Cumbria will be showcasing it’s own e-learning developments alongside key speakers from the e-learning community. It is intended that a key focus of this conference will be on disseminating DeL2 outcomes from the Art / Design / Media subject centre. Speakers representing a variety of other projects will be invited to discuss the key lessons from their work. The conference will be open to delegates from local, national and international institutions.

	Networks (HEA-ADM)
	An article about EPLE will be published in the next edition of Networks, the subject centre’s tri-annual publication featuring research and practice. This publication is widely disseminated across the ADM sector in both paper-based and digital formats.

	Journal publication
	Project findings will be articulated in an appropriate academic journal: Design Studies; International Journal of Art and Design Education; International Journal of Technology and Design Education; Art, Design and Communication in Higher Education. 


	4. Project outcomes


	Outcome / theme
	Description

	Traditional ADM portfolios and e-portfolios
	• Crucial differences emerged between the ways in which those in art and design contexts construed the concept of portfolios and the generally accepted idea of the e-portfolio 

• This difference rests on well-established traditions in art and design education and practice -

“The idea of a portfolio is now less clearly defined than it was, and it’s only the question of what it is to be used for that helps clarify the issue” (University Tutor)

• The 21st century art, design and media portfolio is hybrid, reflecting the diverse drivers underpinning e-portfolio developments and the expanded range of media available for production.

	The concept of medium shift
	• ADM stakeholders were not convinced that digital media could fulfill all representational needs involved in pursuing these disciplines.

• Qualities associated with sense-based understandings were likely to be lost in a digital environment. E.g. “Feeling the weave and the drape of the fabric.”

• The formal issues involved in an artefact and its representation constitute “two different things” so the authentic experience of the artefact is not reproducible.

• Most e-portfolio software imposes semantic structure on the content that users provide, limiting the expression of creativity that is so significant for ADM students.

• Rather than an e-portfolio the concept of a virtualized portfolio is helpful here, particularly for convenience of communication.

	The form of the 21st century art, design and media portfolio
	What do practitioners perceive to be the functions and benefits of e-portfolios?
• Tutor and student experiences of both in-house and commercial software indicate that these generic tools cannot serve the range of activities involved in ADM disciplines.

• Many institutions are attempting to introduce software packages of a generic kind for e-portfolio purposes and there is evidence of resistance to this from ADM students and some staff

• This resistance on behalf of students lies in the belief that e-portfolio software adds little to their subject-specific development and achievements, and are merely “another layer of technology” to be learned and used

	Current technologies: function and user orientation
	• Strong evidence of student engagement with a wide range of technologies for learning and evidencing achievement.

• Student engagement increasingly depends on ownership and a sense of autonomy in use.

• These conditions stimulate creative use for learning and seamlessness in the integration of traditional, established technology and innovative digital technology.

• Personalization of learning in ADM includes ability to personalize all technologies in use.

	Employability
	• The virtualized portfolio was recognized by ADM stakeholders as increasing the ability to communicate widely about student achievements, address wider global audiences and increase individual visibility in the professional context.

• The accepted format for submission of work to employers has become email with file attachments.

• No evidence was found to suggest that employers wanted to see standardized e-portfolios, however e-portfolio packages were shown to provide a site for students to translate their personal creative ideas into a discourse suitable for describing their skills to employers.

• Students are sensitive to the expectations of employers and project their expectation into the development of their portfolio - ‘prototype employees’ - and in this they are often aided by their peers (acting as ‘prototype employers’).


	5. Remaining project activity


No further activity is planned on this project.

	6. Future work


In order to maximise the impact of the research findings, we see it as critical that we continue to advocate a broad dissemination approach that uses established mechanisms available to the art, design and media sector. In addition, we see the importance of sharing our findings across multiple disciplines, cross-referenced to other e-portfolio projects. 

	7. Key messages


• Creative arts disciplines have wide ranging skills requirements and these are frequently transcended by the skill sets offered by any one course. Both technical and abstract skills are intrinsic to gaining employment, as well as additional capacities relating to representational and communication abilities. The use of technology demands a medium shift for many students, requiring them to produce digital replications of artefacts, aesthetic appreciation of which often depends on other sensory features such as touch.
• While institutions require e-portfolios to be inward facing, with a focus on supporting learning through reflection (PDP), practitioners in art, design and media demand outward facing systems and creative ownership. This need extends to current students as well as the professional sphere. There is therefore an ongoing tension between process and representational portfolio systems, in their uses, purposes and audiences.
• The innovative and creative ethos of art, design and media disciplines means that students and employers share expectations for the production of unique and innovative solutions to communication problems. These disciplinary communities have a strong need for bespoke portfolios – a need not fully satisfied by the commercial e-portfolio products currently offered. This mismatch is reflected in student outputs we have identified and in the multiple practices currently undertaken by institutions to address sometimes contradictory requirements made of e-portfolios. The project indicates that these subject communities are in the process of defining for themselves what an e-portfolio means, and are using a range of technologies to do so.
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