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Abstract
The ability to share creative ideas, innovative practices and high quality resources is integral to the future success of Higher Education especially Distance Education locally and globally, and also to ensure its quality. The pedagogical and functional value of the e-portfolio as a tool which supports reflective learning and empowers learners to participate actively in the knowledge economy is being increasingly recognized. The potential of the e-portfolio process to increase learner self-esteem and support self-directed learning is attracting the attention of Higher Education institutions as they move to embrace e-learning. This characteristics of e-portfolio is boon for distant learners. The e-portfolio in education and professional development assists the work that a learner has designed, documented and presented individually or in collaboration. Reflection process in the portfolio-assisted learning fosters the development of generic and transferable knowledge and skills that a learner needs in knowledge economy (Starcic, 2008). As a tool for collecting, selecting, organizing, reflecting upon, and presenting information, e-portfolios have gained in popularity across a variety of disciplines. 
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In the past decade the information society has brought with it new challenges that are generating transcendental changes on the international educational stage. An outstanding component of this, which enables us to materialise the transformation, is the inclusion of the electronic portfolio (or e-portfolio) as a tool to support learning processes linked to personal development (professional, private, artistic, civil, etc.) and, of course, with even greater impetus, in the field of formal education (Gregori & Torres, 2009).

The e-portfolio emerges as an instrument that enriches the teaching and learning processes, enabling a more profound approach to the types of knowledge the students develop in a given learning context. Many authors and studies argue that the electronic portfolio helps in the construction of knowledge, and promotes a critical and reflexive process in the students. This has overall repercussions for the richness of the learning experience (Cambrigde and Williams, 1998; Bostock, 2000). According to Clark and Eynon (2009), the popularity of e-portfolios can be attributed to four factors: (a) a resurgence in pedagogical focus on student-centered activities, (b) a growth in digital resources, (c) increased demands for accountability, and (d) the need for portable learning tools. 
E-Portfolio: Definition & Meaning 
There are many definitions for e-portfolios and various ways in which they can be used. NLII (2003) defines an e-portfolio as “a digital collection of authentic and diverse evidence drawn from a larger archive that represents what a person has learned over time, on which a person has reflected, designed for presentation to one or more audiences for a particular rhetorical purpose”. E-portfolios are used for a variety of purposes, and many labels have been assigned to them. Hewett (2005) identifies the types of portfolios as documentation, process, and showcase whereas others identify them as developmental, presentation, and assessment (Mason, Pegler  and Weller, 2004). Because of differences in use and characteristics, Meeus, Questier, and Derks (2006) find it “impossible to give a simple and unequivocal description” of e-portfolios, opting instead to assign a set of general features: (a) student-centered, (b) competence-oriented, (c) incorporating reflection, and (d) multimedia-oriented. One of the widely accepted definitions proposed by Barrett (2006) emphasises the main features of this instructional tool: 
“A portfolio is a collection of work that a learner has collected, selected, organized, reflected upon, and presented to show understanding and growth over time. Additionally, a critical component of a portfolio is the combination of a learner’s reflection on the individual pieces of work (often called artifacts), as well as an overall reflection on the story that the portfolio tells.”
According to Tartwijk et. al. (2003), primary functions of e-portfolio from student’s perspective are: planning; showing & reflecting. E-portfolio activities must be embedded across
 the curricula within a whole curricula approach in the following manner and also depicted by fig.1:

· Embedding e-portfolio into the academic curricula programme by programme, level by level;
· Offering generic opportunities outside the curriculum via learning advisor, tutor, mentor, careers officer etc;
· Supplement by extra-curricular activities e.g. skills awards.


[image: image1]Fig.1 (Source: UK Burgess report)
It also improves the skill level of learners to engage effectively in the knowledge economy as this has impact on (El-Ayoubi, 2008):
· Admission
· Retention & progression
· Connecting & supporting distributed learners
· Learning, assessment & attainment
· Employability & continuing development.
Thus, e-portfolio is a way of capturing, storing, organising, linking and presenting digital products (El-Ayoubi, 2008). It has:
· Functionalities which enable the user to collect, connect, select material for particular presentations to particular audiences;
· Processes (reflection, review, record, plan) which supports learning and development;
· Capacity for learners to develop evidence based approach to learning.

E-Portfolios as e-Learning
E-portfolios are being used to meet a range of different learning requirements. The following list may be extended as developments occur (Stefani, Mason & Pegler, 2007):
a) Assessment – used to demonstrate achievement against some criteria.
b) Presentation – used to evidence learning in a persuasive way, often related to professional qualifications.
c) Learning – used to document, guide and advance learning over time.
d) Personal development – related to professional development and employment.
e) Multiple owner – allow more than one person to participate in the development of the content.
f) Working – combine previous types, with one or more e-portfolios and also a wider archive to provide evidence of learning at work.
E-Portfolio & Learning Process

Learners gather learning evidence and define these evidences through a self-reflection process. They attribute their competences to learning products or outcomes and reflect on how they acquired those competencies. From a pedagogical perspective this process helps learners to better understand how they learn and helps them to become self-directed learners (Berlanga et al., 2008). In creating and reflecting upon e-portfolios, students are challenged and empowered to think not just about what they learned, but about how they learned. Although this can be a short-term exercise, ideally the learner is provided with continuous opportunities for reflection. In these circumstances, when students can keep working on them throughout the learning period, e-portfolios provide the benefit of continuous improvement, as students do not see them as definitive. This extensive reflection opportunity is the greatest advantage e-portfolios. It also contributes to the development of metacognitive skills, allows the student to view learning as a process, and provides an effective means of assessing that process (Angela , Bojan, & Danijela, 2010) .
E-portfolio not only renders learning processes transparent but also reaches into such processes by establishing interaction between the e-portfolio designer(s) and “reader(s)”. This is facilitated through a reflexive relationship between the e-portfolio designer(s) and the material under treatment which in one way or another incorporates also the “reader(s)” or other participants in the process. They may be described as interactivity, reusability and multimodality. An e-portfolio is nowadays expected to stimulate an extensive accessibility and realisation of authentic activities, openness, cooperativeness, and collective achievements, which are the product of critical and reflexive work of individuals and groups. A portfolio is designed by a learner himself, or it may be set up as an organisational portfolio (Starcic, 2008).

Portfolio for learning has the function of knowledge valuation, achievement presentation, and developmental function (Mason, Pegler and Weller, 2004). It is of key importance that a portfolio is designed in a developmental perspective and that it enables authentic activities, which makes its role in the education process and professional development all the more important. A portfolio may show the progress made by a learner, it may present the learner’s best products, support the particular teaching methods in the learning process, as for instance, problem learning, project work, action research, or it may be established as a knowledge examination and assessment method (at a diagnostic, formative, or summative level).

Types of Educational e-Portfolio
E-portfolios can be classified into various types – assessment, presentation, learning, personal development and multiple owner (Curyer et al., 2007) but in reality most are a combination of these types. If a standard approach was adopted for e-portfolios, institutions and organisations could share and exchange e-portfolio data. This could lead to the streamlining of the processes connected to prior learning, with student transitions through courses and with training that involves either sequential or parallel movement through multiple institutions (Curyer et al., 2007). This could also help to fulfill the concept of an e-portfolio being utilised throughout lifelong learning. Richardson and Ward (2005) carried out an in-depth study of 12 different e-portfolios and found, amongst other things, that no two systems were identical or offered the same range of functions. However, an e-portfolio tends to be chosen on a ‘fit-for-purpose’ basis and often vendors may customise their e-portfolios to suit a particular customer (Connolly et. al., 2010). 
According to Gregori & Torres (2009), producing a classification that includes all types of e-portfolio used in the field of education is no easy task, as it requires a collection of elements to be taken into account that help us to discern the uses and focuses of a given e-portfolio. The classification of an e-portfolio is currently determined by the final use that is made of it. So the nature of the evidences included within it allows us to categorize it under one or other e-portfolio type. There is a wide range of formal e-portfolio typologies, proposed by different authors (Siemens, 2004; Lorenzo and Ittelson, 2005). I include here the definitions proposed by Ash (2000) as it brings together and synthesises many other classifications.
a) Instructional e-portfolio: It aims to including the intermediary and final products of the teaching and learning assignments and processes carried out by both teacher and students, meeting a set of objectives for developing competences that must then be demonstrated. It generally promotes the capacity for reflection about the products included in the portfolio and allows the progress made to be exchanged with peers. It does not necessarily aim to carry out processes of assessment, as the principal focus consists of supporting the process of instruction, linking the students and providing the skills to accumulate evidence of a diverse nature, to complement the classroom experience.
b) Professional development e-portfolio: This type of electronic portfolio allows the public demonstration of a set of professional skills, products and competences. The aim is simply to promote these aspects to a given public for a specific end, in this case, learning, accreditation and the expertise related to ongoing training and the professional career. The aim is to display the efforts and achievements of the e-portfolio’s author at different levels, following personal criteria (similar to curriculum vitae, for example) or institutional criteria, if it is a specific job requirement (for promotion, assessment of performance, control of achievements, etc.).
c) Assessment e-portfolio: This is a more precise tool with the aim of qualitatively and quantitatively evaluating the evidence of achievements presented by students, according to institutional accreditation requirements. This e-portfolio type includes, in broad strokes, accumulative e-portfolios that aim to evaluate a student’s final products over an academic period and formative e-portfolio that are centred on the support and assessment of the learning process. 
.
Stages for E-Portfolio Development
Di Biase et. al. (2002) offer a view of the development of a portfolio from simple collection of materials, through selection, reflection and projection to final presentation. They emphasise the value of the each of the stages, giving a ‘feel’ for the purpose of the portfolio, an idea of how it links with learning:

a) Collection of materials – students, with support from teachers, save artifacts (assignments, presentations) that represent achievements, success (and positive development opportunities) in their day-to-day study.
b) Selections of materials – students review and evaluate potential portfolio material to identify those that demonstrate the development of particular skills or achievement of specific standards.
c) Reflection – students evaluate or assess their own learning through reflective commentary. They reflect on their own growth and development over time, recognizing achievement of goals and standards, identifying gaps in development or understanding and acknowledging skills requiring further work.

d) Projection (or Direction) - students, with the teacher’s assistance, compare current achievements or outcomes to standards or performance indicators. They then set learning goals or develop action plans for the future. This stage links portfolio development and personal development planning (PDP) to support lifelong learning.
e) Presentation- students are invited to share their portfolio with teachers and possibly their peers. This promotes collaborative learning, fosters self and peer evaluation and further encourage commitment to PDP and lifelong learning.
E-portfolio Use in Higher/Further Education: International Experience
According to Joint Information System Committee (JISC), UK (2008) e-portfolios represent the latest in a line of technology-based innovations that are becoming an integral part of the learning landscape in HE/FE. Student e-portfolios developed out of faculty assigned, print-based student portfolios as far back as the mid-80s. They were typically found in art-related disciplines or those that consisted of substantial written components such as English studies and gained greater importance in education during the mid-90s. Student e-portfolios are commonly found in college programmes where teachers use them to provide evidence of competence. This includes communications, maths, business, nursing, engineering to record students’ learning experiences and skill set (Lorenzo and Itellson, 2005). The Open University has been using e-portfolios as an assessment tool in online courses for many years. (Mason, Pegler and Weller, 2004) and the University of Washington developed an e-portfolio in 2001 to allow students to record their entire educational learning experiences in an organised and integrated manner. A survey carried out by Strivens (2007) found that of those who participated in the survey, 20 institutions (54% of those with an e-portfolio) commented that the e-portfolio was available to all students across the institution. The increase in the use of e-portfolios in HE is further supported by Beetham (2009) who states that work is currently being carried out to integrate Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs), student record systems and e-portfolio tools to provide formative feedback and supporting the feedback for review and planning (Connolly et. al., 2010). It appears that educational institutions in abroad have embraced the concept of e-portfolios and appreciate their value. 

Ward (2008) had been described the UK experience of e-portfolio practice in Higher Education:  
· A cross-sectoral network organisation with a number of institutions and individual members;
· Seeks to promote awareness and is primarily used as a personal development tool (review, reflection, planning) is an important element in improving learning and curricula design EU for educational, training and employment purposes;
· Support the implementation of Personal Development Planning (PDP) and employment especially across the UK Higher Education Sector;
· A transcript recording student achievements and has a common format devised institutions collectively through their representative bodies;
· A means by which students can monitor, build and reflect upon personal, individual development.
MOSEP (More Self Esteem with my e-Portfolio) is a European project, funded under the Leonardo da Vinci Programme 2006-2008 (Pilot Projects). The aim of the project is to develop a set of measures for the use of e-portfolios in different contexts in order to strengthen the self-esteem of young learners. MOSEP has summarized the following benefits of using e-portfolios in Higher Education for learners, academics and universities.
Benefits for learners:
· Support for independent learning, which is crucial for the development of academic research skills. It puts the student in the centre of the learning process and equips him/her with a powerful tool for personal development, enhancing critical thinking, writing and communication skills.
· Facilitation of the presentation of achievements for various audiences, such as examination boards, tutors, peers or potential employers, in an attractive and portable way.

· Presentation of various on-line activities and enhancement of their educational and professional value with different media and formats.
· Support for personal knowledge management and personal development planning as a unique opportunity for reflecting over one‘s learning and, at the same time, encouragement of progress by demonstrating achievements.
Benefits for academics

· Easy access to students’ records and evidences.

· Enhancement of the teaching strategies, enabling to focus on the individual learner and incorporate alternative assessment methods.

· Sharing contents and reflections.

· Support for professional development planning.

Benefits for universities

· Facilitation of data flow and transparency, allowing quick access to students’ records. It is especially important with the view to cross-faculty, cross-university or multinational programs, where the mobility of both academics and students is high.

· Support for the outcome-based accreditation and certification process.
· Support for building a learning community of academics.
Harnessing the Potential of e-Portfolios in Indian Higher Education
The move towards personalised learning and a desire to harness the available tools and technologies to support learning and engage learners have raised the profile of the e-portfolio and the e-portfolio process. The e-portfolio process supports reflective, personalised learning and creates its own set of challenges and training needs for teachers and trainers. Teachers and trainers who will be working with learners who will themselves be using e-portfolios.

Teachers are the key for implementation of any innovative practices at any level of education. In order to prepare teachers so that they are able to introduce e-portfolios to their learners, it is essential that teacher training institutions integrate e-portfolio processes into their training programmes at various stages. The MOSEP tutorials include resources and materials that teacher trainers can use when they design e-portfolio courses for student teachers or in-service teachers. The following are some points given by MOSEP to consider when we design a new teaching or learning programme: 
a) Familiarise yourself:  with the e-portfolio process and the supporting theory and drivers. Use the MOSEP Tutorials as a starting point;
b) Be selective: take ideas, strategies and components from the MOSEP Tutorials that are stored in the wiki. Remember that you can customize or adapt them for the needs of your learners;
c) Be concrete: wherever possible, include ‘concrete’ examples that show e-portfolios in use by similar learners. Consider using the multi-media podcasts and package your ‘content’ into bite-sized chunks appropriate to your learners' abilities and interests;
d) Be open-minded: be prepared for, and consider, the new and unconventional approaches your learners will bring with them. Remember that they ‘own’ their e-portfolios. They will need your guidance, but they should be allowed to select and manage the content and presentation of their e-portfolios.  They will decide who will be allowed access to their e-portfolios;
e) Be patient and positive: developing an e-portfolio is not an easy process that can be achieved in a few weeks. Be patient and try to give your learners as much positive feedback as possible. Help them to reflect on their own work, introduce them to self-and peer-reflection. Make sure that you include opportunities for your learners to share their e-portfolios with others.
The MOSEP tutorials can be effectively used for training academic staff about the implementation of e-portfolios as a part of university’s e-learning strategy. The tutorials employ a variety of methods including: 

· Internet based activities; 

· Presentations and video podcasts; 

· Group work, discussions and peer review for face to face delivery; 

· Online collaboration and networking for individual study. 

The MOSEP tutorials are freely available to anyone who wants to use them. They have been designed to be either used as they are, or adapted and customised to meet individual training needs. They are stored in a Wiki that allows teachers or trainers to select the individual activities or activities that they need, and to assemble them into the sequence that meets their learners' specific training needs. In this way, they are able to customise their courses before make available to their trainees.
The MOSEP Wiki can help you as teachers or trainers to design and resource any course that you might want for introducing the e-portfolio process to your learners. With any new course, once you have decided on what it is that you want to introduce, in terms of a particular topic, you will probably go through a common process: 

· You will search for or identify teaching resources that you already have or that are available to you; 

· You will decide on and select what is fit or appropriate for your purpose; 

· You will structure, group and organise the resources into a sequence appropriate for your learners and your chosen delivery method; 

· You will create and add any specific content that you need; 

· You will finally package the course materials up ready for delivery.
Issues & Challenges
Three Dutch universities (University of Maastricht, Utrecht University and the Utrecht University of Professional Education) launched the E-folio project5 (supported by SURF) in 2001 aimed at identifying and publicising pointers for the successful use of e-portfolios in higher education. The lessons learned are listed below (Tartwijk et. al., 2003):

· Portfolios should be tailored to the purposes for which they are used in the learning environment. Introducing portfolios is not a good idea in all curricula;
· Management should provide solid support for the educational change implied by the use of portfolios. The use of portfolios means learning in authentic situations, creating room for individual development, and investing in coaching and alternative assessment;
· Electronic portfolios must be supported by an adequate IT-infrastructure. No ripples are felt while functioning is smooth, but problems with IT could prove an excuse to postpone or avoid investing in working with portfolios;
· Teachers and students are responsible for the tasks involved. If they fail to appreciate the added value that working with portfolios provides, they will not invest the relatively large amount of time and energy required.

The following are some potential issues and challenges of e-portfolios in Indian Higher Education:

· Pedagogy & learning outcomes;

· Student experience with e-portfolios;

· Employability and transition into employment;

· E-portfolio academic development;

· E-portfolio policy development;

· Greatest usage in coursework;

· Followed by professional staff;
· Least usage is in research;
· Embedded within strategic direction;
· Meeting diverse student needs;
· Learning support infrastructure;
· Standards ( national and international comparisons for e-portfolio);
· Cultural change/shift to encourage reflective practices in education;
· Provisions of support both at technical level and teaching & learning level;
· Flexibility to meet disciplinary needs;
· Lack of e-skills and interest at both students and executive/teachers;
· Lack of sufficient e- infrastructure in Higher Education;
· No explicit links with stakeholders.
Conclusion 
The pedagogical and functional value of the e-portfolio as a tool which supports reflective learning and empowers learners to participate actively in the knowledge economy is being increasingly recognized. The potential of the e-portfolio process to increase learner self-esteem and support self-directed learning is attracting the attention of Higher Education institutions as they move to embrace e-learning. This characteristic of e-portfolio is boon for distant learners. The e-portfolio in education and professional development assists the work that a learner has designed, documented and presented individually or in collaboration. Reflection process in the portfolio-assisted learning fosters the development of generic and transferable knowledge and skills that a learner needs in knowledge economy (Starcic, 2008). As a tool for collecting, selecting, organizing, reflecting upon, and presenting information, e-portfolios have gained in popularity across a variety of disciplines. Most of this popularity is due to the fact that the e-portfolio concept provides multiple advantages to the teaching and learning process. First of all, the integration of e-portfolios into the course curriculum is labeled as a step forward in developing student’s metacognitive skills. In using e-portfolios students are able to view learning as a process and to reflect upon their personal and professional growth. The e-portfolio has also become a commonly accepted tool for measuring learning outcomes, as it provides an effective means, not only for evaluation of student assignments, but for holistic assessment of academic progress (Angela , Bojan, & Danijela, 2010) . 

The ability to share creative ideas, innovative practices and high quality resources is integral to the future success of Higher Education locally and globally. There are opportunities to foster deeper engagement with e-portfolios in Higher Education through the development of resource kits for the different practitioners, establishing a community of practice around the topic, or indeed several learning communities with, for example, a discipline focus. There is an urgent need for individual academics or collaborative teams to undertake research into the impact of e-portfolios in learning and effective integration of e-portfolio in teaching-learning process across various disciplines in Indian context.
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