
Electronic-portfolio development in three professional programs: Learning personified through connection and ownership
Purpose
New technologies are changing how we learn. They have the potential to create powerful learning opportunities within personalized virtual learning environments. Yet, in higher education we have largely untapped the pedagogical potential of new technological tools, such as electronic portfolios (eP). An eP is a dynamic website with databases of student program-related experiences that offer flexible, socially networked and indexed repositories of elearning evidence. EPs enable students and their instructors to map, analyze, reconsider and interconnect acquired learning and skills for future careers.  Adoption of ePs has been fraught with challenges associated with lack of technology infrastructure support, paradigm shifts in assessment, conflicting educational paradigms, time within intense programs and student resistance (Wetzel & Strudler, 2005). In addition, ePs are struggling to be realized in Canadian universities where structural changes in systems are needed to enable the type of participatory pedagogies new technologies enable (Siemens & Matheos, 2012). Such pedagogies allow students to draw on previous learning, to map their own progress towards developing a professional identity, and to share with others through electronic networks their evidence of learning as they address core competencies of professions. To realize these pedagogical potentials we have developed the use of the Mahara platform as an open source blog, resume builder and social networking tool that can be run outside of the university centralized system. This platform offers a learner-centred eP with a drag-and-drop interface offering one of the most effective open-sourced ePs platforms currently available (Balaban & Bubas, 2010).
The purpose of this study is to explore and create the conditions that enable eP practice by researching its implementation in one university in three professional programs: Education, Nursing, and Social Work. Within an action research design over a five-year period we ask:
1. What do course instructors learn from using the eP process as they integrated it into their professional programs?

2. What challenges were encountered by implementing the eP process?

3. What impact does the eP process have on (1) pedagogical practice, and (2) students' professional learning?

4. What are the conditions that enable an eP practice to contribute to the renewal of three professional programs in one university?

Perspective/Theoretical Framework

The premise of eP process is that it offers insights into the quality of learners’ experiences and that innovative practice develops from the relationship between content and expertise formed within professional learning communities (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Ehiyazaryan-White & This, 2012). Taking professional programs as dynamic learning systems, a complexity theoretical lens has been used to inform the research process (Colliers, 1998; Mason, 2008). Using this perspective the study has considered how the eP practice creates continuous feedback loops between students and instructors, and between programs and cross-campus support, with development understood as emergent, self-organizing, and adaptive in the interest of thriving in a challenging environment (Morrison, 2003). We have examined how the eP process, forming networks between students’ learning, instructors’ teaching, and program developments, enables complex understandings to inform professional knowledge. The ability to use a wide range of rich media tools and to share through the social networking architecture of the Mahara system allows the quality of learners’ experiences to be shared, with professional knowledge seen as situated, socially constructed, and ongoing, with expertise developed in professional communities of practice (Wenger, 1998).
Methods and data sources

This design of the study considers Rogers (1995) innovation-diffusion process based on stages of knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation and confirmation. The research team is composed of two Faculty members and one graduate research assistant from each professional program (Education, Nursing and Social Work). The action research mode of inquiry involves recursively planning, carrying out actions, observing results, reflecting on the process and then re-planning. Reporting on this first year of the study the data has focused on bi-weekly meetings of the research team as they engaged in the use of the eP in their respective courses, and samples of students from their courses who volunteer to share their experiences with the eP process. Data has been explored to consider how the eP process offers the users (1) relative advantage over previous portfolio practices; (2) compatibility with their existing or reforming value systems; (3) capacity to learn the software system without being overwhelmed; (4) ability to experiment with the eP practice without risk; and (5) observability of benefits that can be shared with peers. Sharing insights across each program has allowed the study to develop systematic improvement through enhanced technology support and shared insights on successes/challenges. 
Findings
Initial categorizing of data has focused on the action research cycles documented in meetings, video recording interviews with instructors before and after they have implemented an eP process in their courses, and with two students from each course reflecting back on how the eP process contributed to their learning. Meetings have explored recurring issues such as the (1) politics of sharing and promoting eP work with colleagues, (2) the technological infrastructure required to support instructional approaches enabled by the platform, (3) ethical dilemmas associated with sharing authentic insights on professional practice, (4) resistance to technology from students and colleagues who feel that they lack expertise in using the rich-media tools available, and (5) participatory pedagogies promoted by eP process and how to integrated them with existing approaches.
Case studies of each program’s eP innovation have been developed individually as well as a cross-program collective/comparative case study of the eP innovation.  Student interviews have shown the shifting impressions that students report to eP as they move from sense of overwhelmed, to collecting artifacts that represent their passion for becoming a professional. This personifying of students’ learning emerges as they organize, reflect on and reflectively build a professional identity sharing eP collections with peers, instructors and practitioners. 
Educational Significance

It has been noted that students who engage in the portfolio process clearly document their own progress and achievement of defined knowledge, competencies and skills required as practitioners (Cournoyer & Stanley, 2002; Hopper & Sanford, 2010; Shirey, 2009). EPs facilitate the process of collecting, reflecting on, sharing, and presenting learning outcomes and other professional accomplishments via a digital medium. However, as we have noted in previous research (Hopper & Sanford, 2010) ePs do more than change the format of content (paper to digital); an eP process radically shifts the focus of assessing learning from a "thing" to an transformational process. The open source technologies create affordable, malleable and inter-connected technology that students willing take up when it becomes their learning personified. University instructors will take up the eP innovation if they feel a sense of connection and ownership to the innovation. It is this sense of learning, connection and ownership our research project is attempting to realize.
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