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Abstract
There has been rapid growth of freely available blogging and social networking sites on the Internet (as part of the ‘Web 2.0’ phenomena) and there are indications that these technologies can have benefits for supporting learning
,
. This raises an important question for the ePortfolio community: does the availability of free blogs and social networking sites mean that specialist ePortfolio applications are now redundant? The question touches on challenges around the diverse definitions of what exactly constitutes an ePortfolio, the tensions between positivist and constructionist philosophies
, and the related question about how much structure should there be in an ePortfolio. This position paper puts forward the argument that there is still a need for some level of structure in most learning contexts and that there is still a requirement for specialist ePortfolio software. This is argued from a Higher Education perspective. The paper also aims to document developments with ePET
 which aim to integrate blogs and community publishing into the ePortfolio. This has been done with the aim of further supporting customisation to the right level of structure depending on the specific learning context and pedagogic requirements.
The ePortfolio is dead…Long live the ePortfolio 
The process of producing a portfolio and developing ‘portfolio thinking’ (reflection, evidencing, PDP etc.) may have strong educational and life-long learning benefits but do we actually need dedicated ePortfolio software to help achieve this if we choose to take an online approach? Clearly not. For example, ‘portfolios’ can be created with ‘simple tools’ (word processors, presentation software etc.) and then simply uploaded and published on a Website. Moreover, the huge growth of freely available ‘Web 2.0’ social publishing sites (blogs, wikis, etc.) might be considered to remove any need for specialist portfolio software altogether.
The ePortfolio is dead…Long live the ePortfolio

There are many varied definitions and typologies of portfolio and ePortfolio, in part reflecting the wide range of purposes for which they are used (reflection, presentation, assessment, sharing and communication etc.). We consider that a level of structure, relating to purpose(s), differentiates ePortfolio from other applications such as blogs and wikis (that is not to say that ‘portfolio learning’ can’t be achieved with unstructured tools). Intrinsic structure in an ePortfolio may be useful to provide ‘scaffolding’ to support learning pedagogy or meet requirements for assessment. Skill sets, objectives, outcomes and competencies are by definition structured and can be explicitly supported in ePortfolio. Structure is also important in the transfer of portfolio data using recognised interoperability standards (such as IMS LIP, IMS ePortfolio, Europass-CV & HR-XML). These standards, which support structured data, are becoming increasingly important for job/course applications and supporting continuity in life-long learning. Standards commonly used with blogs (especially RSS) are very important for communicating current information but we consider them to be of less relevance in supporting life-long learning.
The required level of structure in an ePortfolio is complex. For example, learner-specified objectives might be recorded into a structured framework to support reflective evidencing
. On the other hand, programme-specified objectives and pedagogy can be supported in an unstructured blog where there is a high level of structure extrinsic to the application (e.g. external guidelines for assessed assignments or a tutor’s direction for video storytelling). Moreover, the question of structure is deeply embroiled with tensions in the community regarding constructionist and positivist paradigms for learning. There are policy drivers for greater personalisation and choice for learners
 which may imply less structure. Ironically though, the move towards more personalised learning pathways
 and greater employment mobility may actually increase the need to support the flow of more structured qualification and skills information between organisations. One thing is clear though; the level of structure required is very much dependent on the learning context, pedagogic requirements and the individual learner needs. Based on this, this paper illustrates the way in which we are trying to address these requirements for varying levels of structure in one particular ePortfolio application.
ePET Portfolio

We developed the ePET portfolio to be highly customisable on an institution and programme basis so that it could be configured to support a diverse range of pedagogic requirements.
,
,
 Access to information is learner-centred but the structure of the portfolio (portfolio tools, terminology, and skill sets) are determined at the programme level. Compared to other ePortfolios, ePET was at the more structured end of the spectrum. However, we have now introduced the option for greater personalisation and unstructured blogs and community spaces within the ePortfolio framework and content management system. The blog was first introduced to support learners in Speech & Language Sciences in 2005
, where some pre-specified blog categories (inter-professional learning and dysphagia) were included to support curricula requirements. Since then the blog has been significantly extended as described below.
An integrated Blog for Learning
We have designed a blog and community spaces with explicit support for learning and CPD which is integrated into the ePortfolio. In addition to the standard features available in most generic blogs and social networking sites the following have been developed:

· Blog integration with course/CPD skill sets and learning context

· Blog integration with ePortfolio for reflective evidencing of skills/learning outcomes

· Pre-specified blog categories (in addition to personal ones) to help ‘scaffold’ learning for specific student programmes & CPD schemes

· Support for both assigned and user-initiated learning communities

· Support for both ‘open’ and ‘closed’ learning communities

· User control of access to their blog entries at private, community, institution and public levels

· Integration with ePortfolio tools for assessment (where appropriate)

Integrating skills and learning outcomes

The blog is integrated with the ePET portfolio and draws on skill sets and terminology that can be customised at the programme level. This aims to ensure that the blog can be more readily embedded within the learner’s context. For example, depending on the context a programme (or CPD scheme) skills might be labelled as ‘learning outcomes’, ‘objectives’, ’competencies’ etc. After creating a blog entry the learner has the option of linking it with one or more skills (Figure 1.). This has been designed so that blogged achievements can be linked with particular skill(s) in the learner’s ePortfolio and can also maintain the learner’s awareness and focus on the learning outcomes / skills. For example, programme leaders might design sill sets around transferable skills linked to ‘employability’ in a less-vocational programme or professional skills/outcomes in a more vocational one. It is also intended to support user-specified learning outcomes within this framework in the near future.
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Integrating blog entries with ePortfolio
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When a learner links a blog entry with a skill (Figure 1) this automatically generates a cross-reference with the skill so that the record will be included in the evidence section of the ‘My Skills’ tool
 in the portfolio. Clicking on the skill will take the learner to the appropriate section of ‘My Skills’ (Figure 2). The cross-reference can be enriched by the learner who can specify how the achievement described in the blog entry relates to the particular skill with the aim of encouraging and demonstrating ‘meta cognition’.

Pre-specifying blog categories

In common with most other blogging software, learners can create their own categories against which they can classify blog entries. However, we have added the facility for programme leaders to pre-specify categories which are of significance to learners studying specific curricula (Figure 3). In addition, when learning communities are created, the initiator (student or staff) can pre-specify categories for members posting blog entries to that community. The facility to pre-specify programme and community-specific categories is intended to provide some minimal ‘scaffolding’ in an otherwise unstructured environment. It does not diminish from the learners capacity to generate their own personal categories but will hopefully prompt recording and reflecting on achievements related to important learning objectives or community goals.

Programme-specific categories in the blog may also have significance in assessment. For example, blog entries for a specific category can automatically be viewed in an assessed section of the portfolio (unless access is set to private). The assessed section may include extended guidance of what is required for the assessment in relation to the category and  space to summarise personal development in this area and upload other pertinent information.

Community Publishing

Support for both assigned and user-initiated learning communities has been included in attempt to harness the ‘power’ of social networking for learning and other community objectives. Typically a student’s primary community would be one which related to their programme, stage and the academic year. In addition there may be communities relating to modules, seminar groups etc. The aim here is to promote ‘safe’ environments in which learners can interact with others at the same level of development and with similar learning objectives – without the potential for external ‘spamming’ or exposure to the blogs from the previous academic year (unless educationally desirable). 

As well as communities to which learners are assigned there is also the facility for user-initiated communities which cross traditional boundaries of course/discipline, year-group, student/staff roles and organisation.  The communities may be ‘open’ (to students and/or staff to join) or ‘closed’ (limited to a managed and defined membership e.g. communities of practice which are commercially/managerially sensitive). 

Users control access to their blog entries; with publishing at private, community, institution and public levels. By default blog entries will be included in a user’s primary community and only accessed by members of that community. There may be situations where public blogging with open access on the Internet is problematic e.g. inappropriate or defamatory blogs about organisations by students on placements or researchers inadvertently blogging sensitive information which compromises IPR of the University or their sponsoring organisation. These may be training issues and may still occur on external public blogs. However, these problems are probably less likely to occur if by default access to blog entries is limited to a defined community.

Conclusions

In this short paper we stating the position that varying levels of structure in ePortfolios can support learning and it is this structure (according to purpose(s) and context) that in part differentiates ePortfolio from ‘generic’ Web 2.0 tools.  In arguing this case we are presenting our ‘work in progress’, illustrating how we have further extended customisation of ePET to support a range of structured and unstructured portfolio tools with integrated blogging and community publishing tools explicitly designed to support learning. 
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2�. A blog entry is automatically cross-referenced with a skill





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3�. Both learner and programme-specified blog categories are supported
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