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Background

Some of the initiatives to develop enhanced learner information in Higher Education, started by DfEE in 1997 and supported by JISC from 2001, are reaching maturity.  This briefing summarises the findings emerging from work led by the University of Nottingham and funded by JISC to specify and pilot an e-portfolio joining up and extending existing ICT in order to support the transition of learners from school to college and into university.  This work is cited by Schwartz in his review of university admissions (para.E9) and is piloting the use of the British Standard for Learner Information, UKLeaP, which is currently out for public consultation.   

Emerging Findings

Students in college prepare themselves to apply for both university and employment. At a national invitation seminar held in Nottingham in June 2004, representatives of employers and training organisations were asked how far the e-portfolio services being developed to support learners applying to university could be re-used for application to employment. 

The technical thesis  If the technology supporting learners in one episode of education or employment is re-useable in another, the costs of introducing lifelong learning would fall significantly and the practicability of developing integrated support for the lifelong development of learners would significantly increase.  Following the seminar, organisations in different sectors of education and employment are developing a partnership to test the viability of this technical thesis.  This will centre on the development of a reference model and pilots of e-Portfolio funded by JISC.

The pedagogic case arising from these discussions is that e-Portfolio services can support learners to review and draw together their progress and achievements, to identify the knowledge, skills and understanding they have gained and thus to formulate and review their medium and long term goals This would support the implementation of Tomlinson Recommendation 9, university PDP processes and, lifelong learning in employment.  

The business case is that by enabling learners to develop the skills and flexibility a modern knowledge-based economy requires, the opportunities open to individuals from all social backgrounds will increase, and in this way the need of the economy for a highly skilled and flexible workforce will be met.

Since the seminar, outline use cases have been developed within four broad scenarios: -

A. a college student applies to and is inducted into university;

B. a college student applies for employment;

C. a graduating university student applies for employment;

D. a graduating university student applies for graduate studies.

These materials are intended as a starting point for the development of more detailed use cases and technical materials.  For example, variations on common use cases covering different types of learner are now being developed in Nottingham and Paisley.  learndirect and Rolls Royce have agreed to participate in the development of Scenario B, application to employment, at their own expense.   

As part of this foundational work, pilots of data transfer using UKLeaP have been undertaken in Nottingham.  However, the key to widescale implementation is the trialling of new web-based admissions processes by UCAS in Spring 2005.  If UCAS include UKLeaP in their new systems, many universities, colleges and schools will find that they have a high starting point for exchanging of further key information for lifelong learning which overlaps the UCAS domain.  By this means a critical mass of practice can be developed which could then be extended to other domains at reduced cost to establish lifelong learning.

The resulting reference model will comprise a selection of Services defined in the E-Learning Framework (ELF) together with rules or constraints on how those services should be combined to realize particular functional or organisational goals. (ELF is an international development in which CETIS plays a key role alongside US and other partners.)

Obstacles to progress

JISC is working with national bodies such as UCISA(which represents HE ICT managers) and UCAS, to develop a consensus on the scope and function of an e-Portfolio reference model so that work can begin in March 2005. This collaborative approach is a partial response to the challenges which the Nottingham project has experienced in  partnership working with UCAS, given the understandable tension that currently exists between UCAS’s funded status as a body supporting its member HEIs and its potentially crucial role in contributing to national innovation in IT on a level which its membership may be slow to recognise. It would be useful to identify how UCAS may be enabled to work effectively with universities and other sectors on the kind of webservices that still need to be developed and which are discussed below. 

The current Nottingham project has confirmed that UKLeaP is capable of meeting the needs of colleges and universities.  However, the outline use cases strongly suggest that information held by one system is best accessed remotely by another, rather than being held on a database at the receiving institution.  (JISC’s legal adviser has been asked to comment on these alternative approaches so that more detailed use cases may be developed.)  This has no implications for the normative information model provided by UKLeaP but suggests that webservices should be developed for UKLeaP in addition to the current XML binding.  JISC has the experience to commission this work.  This would benefit schools and colleges as well as universities. It is important that funding silos do not impede progress.
For example, webservices would allow a central provider, like UCAS, to provide an e-portfolio service that small institutions could not otherwise afford for themselves, or to provide the service available to a student or an employee, to learners outside education or employment.  

The development of a broad partnership of stakeholders from different sectors to develop a reference model is itself an important deliverable, but the funding for this strategic work is short term, ending in March 2006.  Use cases suggest that the timescale for the full implementation of this work extends to 2015.  There is a need for intermediate objectives to be defined and sustained investment provided across different sectors.

Longer Term objectives 

The reference model for e-Portfolio will provide a common starting point for the development of a variety of systems meeting the different needs of different stakeholders.  The profiling tool provided by TELCERT will provide a means of auditing the differences between systems developed from the reference model and confirming that two such systems will be able to exchange information.  
The CETIS team have a contract to prove this approach through the development of a common European e-Diploma Supplement, an important instrument for graduate application to employment.  This technical work will provide the basis for the development of different national versions of the e-DS.  The same technology could be re-used to solve the problem which UCAS faces in moving beyond a ‘one size fits all’ model without losing interoperability. 

All of the work covered by this briefing has been presented to four key European meetings in the last three months and it is hoped that organisations such as European Schoolnet will wish to become partners in this work.  Other member states are interested in re-using the UK’s strategic investment and there is the prospect of developing a European Standard for e-Portfolio based upon UK requirements and providing a competitive advantage in selling UK training, education, and ICT services.  It would be particularly useful to have government advice and support in developing these longer term possibilities for European work.  

