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A Sabbatical Project by Mary Chisnall, Oxford Area School 2009. 
 

In what ways do digital portfolios enhance and affect learning? 

 
 
The investigation into assessment and other learning outcomes is an area in our 
school which is being continually revisited. I decided my inquiry question would 
lead me directly into action research for term one and two into this specific aspect 
of student learning. Each student would have the opportunity to develop and track 
their own personal progress and reflect on their learning. They would develop and 
extend their ICT skills to record their personal growth and subsequently share 
their progress with their parents in a different way. Encouraging closer links with 
the student, parents and teacher through conferencing via digital portfolios, would 
enhance the studentôs ability to goal set and prepare for life long learning as well 
as provide them with a valuable retrieval space for their special work.  
 
I wanted to be innovative in our school, to accept a new challenge to research and 
develop an idea using ICT and to explore the ways other schools were integrating 
ICT into assessing student progress.  
 
In this paper I intend to discuss digital portfolios, share the action research 
process I undertook including examples, discuss the benefits to the individual, 
parent and school community and reflect on where to next incorporating some 
aspects of the latest Ministry of Education thinking on eportfolios. 
 

 
A digital portfolio or e-portfolio as seems to be more commonly referred to in the 
research, is an electronic format for learners to record their work, their 
achievements and their goals, to reflect on their learning, and to share and be 
supported in this. It enables learners to represent the information in different 
formats and to take the information with them as they move between institutions. 
(Banks, 2004.p3 cited in MoE, Celebrating e-portfolios 2009) 
 
Our school had previously collected set samples of student learning which was 
systematically pasted into a scrapbook at regular intervals. Whole school 
assessment changes had seen this form of data collection abandoned for other 
forms of reporting but all in a paper format. I found it frustrating that photos, video 
clips and special pieces of written work on the schoolsô server were deleted at the 
end of each year. Students enjoyed sharing their achievements with their peers 
but rarely did their families participate. Reflective comments were written in an 
exercise book and checked by the teacher. E-portfolios seemed to be a perfect 
platform to explore because it opened up opportunities for the saving of this range 
of learning and offered students another way of self assessing their own 
achievements by using a blog as a reflective tool.  
 
  

 
 
 



 

 

My journey of learning started when I began reading about Dr Helen Barrett who 
is widely recognised for her work on electronic portfolios for lifelong and life wide 
learning. Gaining an insight into the range of benefits of such a technology 
inspired me to search out a possible model of storage or learning management 
system (LMS). It seemed that there were three options ïCD, DVD or WWW. 
Keeping in mind that e-Portfolios are about people, rather than technology and 
that our server is very well used I chose the interface of óMy Portfolio by Maharaô 
which is free to schools. http://myportfolio.school.nz. Mahara is an off site hosting 
service which is independent of present staff and local school servers.The tools 
have to be unobtrusive, supportive and flexible enough to accommodate the 
diverse needs and preferences of learners. JISC, (2007) I hoped that this would 
be the case. 
 
 
My next step then was to become the student and learn through Maharaôs online 
tutorial how the programme worked. I created a page for myself trialling all 
aspects in preparation for the teaching to my 2009 year 6 class. It soon became 
evident that a new class of ten year olds would struggle to understand the 
complex steps in creating their own portfolio. I developed a teaching template of 
each stage of the making of a personalised Myportfolio page using my own 
example. (fig1 p13) I wanted the introduction to be a positive experience so a 
carefully scaffolded resource seemed to be the only way. This resource became a 
valuable tool in teaching my class of 25 to create their own portfolios. A common 
password for all students gave me direct access to monitoring progress or fixing 
an error in my own time. I was to discover that Mahara is known to be óquite 
sophisticatedô as will be discussed later in this report.  
 
With the resource prepared and having some understanding myself, I invited the 
parents to visit the class where I was able to explain to the students and their 
parents what we were going to create and why. I used my own newly made 
portfolio as an example to share. I devised a questionnaire for both parents and 
students for February and June so I could track progress. (fig 2 p27) Parent 
approval for internet use was also gained at this time. As I proceeded with each 
step along the teaching journey I used the blog on my own portfolio page as a 
reflection area of my personal challenges and growth. Practitioners must become 
learners againééHowever, tutors do need to participate. It is valuable for 
learners to see their tutors joining in discussions and sharing experiences. (Julie 
Hughes, practitioner cited in JISC, 2007) 
 
It was clear to me that although I had created the teaching guide resource, there 
were many aspects to making the home page portfolio which would be time 
consuming and confusing for many students if I was to be the only teacher of 
knowledge. I needed some ótech wizardô teachers to work alongside me so I first 
taught two techno students, Ben and Hayden. I trialled the guideline resource on 
them, revised some parts and then the three of us proceeded to help all the other 
students to create their very own Myportfolio page.  
 
 
 
 

http://myportfolio.school.nz/


 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Each page had some personal information, a blog, a media folder, a learning 
sample folder, a photo folder and a space for a minimum of four photos to be seen 
at one time. Having a data projector to show the guideline resource and a bank of 
computers available for two thirds of the class to use made this task easier. The 
boys were very capable teachers. By the end of the first session most of the 
students had succeeded. This meant that the remainder of the students had one 
to one student tuition to complete their home page on the following day. Each 
student had made their own e-portfolio page and was ready to upload their new 
learning.  
 
Term 1 progressed with the blog being used as a weekly reflection tool for their 
prior learning. Uploading of photos and learning samples was soon learnt. We 
found that the digital camera was being used more often to record many events 
as well as capturing images of written work or art. I videoed each student reading 
to later discover that Myportfolio only accepts 50MB of video footage ïone minute 
of recording. I had 100-150 MB of recording which meant the student would sit for 
a long time waiting and wondering why the video would not upload! I have now 
discovered that these could be embedded into You tube but I didnôt want them to 
be available to the public so we uploaded what we could in the way of video clips, 
embedded them in power points some times and saved them on a CD at other 
times. This did cause some frustration as I felt the video clips were some of the 
most valuable data collected for the students to view, reflect and use for setting 
their own goals as well as giving parents an honest insight into their childôs 
learning in the classroom environment. Students were however able to reflect on 
their progress and develop new learning goals by viewing the clips on the CD or 
from the main server. There were direct teacher/student conversations however 
these were not recorded. Maybe that will be a challenge for me for the future 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 

Students were encouraged to submit their portfolio work to me during the term for 
reflection and written comments were able to be added. Once the portfolio was 
submitted students could only view their work but not add to it until it was released. 
This didnôt cause any concerns because I was able to mark the projects at home. 
 
Other work gathered that term was a travel project which was videoed, photos of 
units and an end of term reflective power point. Many students grew in confidence 
during this time and some started to upload photos from home and share their 
work with their families. Others did what was required at school and needed to 
have a student as a teacher to help them with each move because they lacked 
confidence.  
 
Term 2 saw a greater confidence in uploading independently by more students. 
Students communicated and enjoyed sharing their portfolios with others within the 
classroom. They were always available to support others because they were all 
encouraged to become teachers freeing me up to challenge their thinking about 
progress, rather than spending my teacher time on the process.  
 
Many pieces of written work were videoed ï like our letter of complaint to the local 
council and our thank you letters to places we visited on camp. Students 
explained their numeracy strategies onto video and shared their space findings 
and posters. Power points became an effective way of sharing lots of photos and 
a reflective template (fig 3 p29) was very useful to explain the learning intention 
and state the ówhere to nextô comments. Some students added photos and web 
links if they chose and many experimented in individualising their home page 
format. The term finished with a reflective power point and blog as in term 1.  
 
In week 9 of term 2 the students invited their families to come to school to view 
their MyPortfolios. The students took total control of the conference. They showed 
what work they wanted to, they told their stories of learning and the parents 
became mesmorised by their computer skills as well as their enthusiasm to 
answer questions and share their achievements. This was such a highlight for me 
because this allowed the parents to see their child functioning in the school day 
setting and allowed me to see the child proudly confident about explaining the 
process and their progress in just two terms. They had been empowered to learn 
and reflect in this digital age. I too had benefited from the process and incidentally 
learnt new skills from my tech wizards. 
 
 
The parents revisited the questionnaire giving me written and verbal feedback. 
The students completed their questionnaire and also took part in a cooperative 
activity to share their thinking on the benefits of the project for not only themselves 
but the wider community. These I collated and shared with the students. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Benefits for Individual 
 
There was a range of very positive comments which the students shared. 
Comments about ógaining more confidence on the computerô, óchoosing what they 
could doô, óbeing a teacherô, óproudly sharing their work with their parentsô, 
óknowing a lot moreô, ólooking back at the blogs and remembering the things we 
have doneô as well as comments like ólooked at my thinking when I showed my 
parentsô, óchoose what I show them so they can see my progressô or óIôve come a 
long way. I knew nothing and now I know how to do lots.ô 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a class their comments were about óhaving so much funô, óstore our work 
foreverô, óeverything you put on stays onô, ólearnt more about the computer and 
how to use it like uploading, power points and saving filesô and óblogging was a 
fun way to think about what we had achievedô. Some students shared their 
password with their Grandparents and extended family who were then able to see 
their achievements from their own homes in the North Island. 

 
 
Benefits for Parents 
 
The students wrote that ótheir parents could see their work at homeô, óthey could 
write comments on the studentôs blogô and óthey could see what they were doing 
at schoolô. Parents wrote the same comments as well as comments like- óvideo 
footage was more real than a display for parentsô, ógood to see how my child 
responds in their classroom learningô, óboost for my childôs self esteem being able 
to proudly show me his efforts, how he operates the equipment, makes power 
points and discusses his learningô, óimpressed with the childôs knowledge and the 
high level of learning in the child centred conferenceô. óIt gave parents a positive 
and fantastic method to report back to us on work achieved to date. I felt like I was 
in the classroom with my child with this form of reportingô.  
 
With the students permission parents are more able to view the learning journey 
and the learning goals because of the web- based platform. In future I could see 
benefits in recording learning conversations between the student and the teacher 
where discussion and reflection would lead to next step goals. Parents could 
listen to these conversations and work with them which would impact positively on 
future learning. 
 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Benefits for the School 
 
The National Assessment Strategy for schools was launched in 1999. Setting 
specific and challenging goals with students, fostering partnerships in learning 
and using information to improve learning were some focus areas. Myportfolios 
have addressed these areas. Through blogging, videos and reflections students 
have set themselves goals and sought to improve their learning by constructively 
analysing their work. The fact that their studentôs work can be viewed at anytime 
at home, as well as the 95% turnout of families for the student lead conference at 
school, strongly supports the fostering partnerships focus.  
 
The students saw the school benefits as óstudents wanting to workô, óimproved 
computer skillsô, óteacher can see what we have doneô, ófeeling important because 
we were the only ones doing itô and óbeing able to interact with other schools and 
classesô. 
 
The students also shared some limitations. óUploading videos was the biggest 
concernô and óremembering how to upload and to send messages on the forum 
was too hard because we wanted to do other things like blogging and uploading 
photosô.  
 
Interestingly parent concern focussed on the lack of proof reading in their childôs 
power point, spelling errors, sentence structure and limited keyboard skills with 
the use of one finger. Perhaps this should have be seen as a true reflection of 
some future goals for their child or as in one case an opportunity for the parent to 
work at home on their childôs learning concern. Not all work is marked for 
accuracy in their exercise books although the skill of proof reading is highly 
recommended. 

 
 
Where to next 
 
From my research I see that the introduction of e-portfolios is being explored in 
various ways. Explanations of high workloads on teachers and new initiatives 
were cited as reasons for the slow uptake in e-Portfolio development often seeing 
innovative teachers working in isolation rather than school wide use. 
 
 

 
 



 

 

JISC Effective Practice with e-Portfolios, UK 2008 and editure e-Portfolios-
Celebrating Learning, MOE, NZ draft July 2009 explore the place and use of 
electronic portfolios in primary schools through to secondary colleges. Both 
papers acknowledge that as the new technologies become more accessible the 
key is how to best use them in schools to support learning. Case studies in NZ 
identified many common themes, most importantly, where schools are genuinely 
committed to the development of óconfident, connected, actively involved life-long 
learnersô (MoE 2007), an ePortfolio is likely to be an integral part of the journey 
towards that goal. Strong links exist between the e-Portfolios and the schoolôs 
pedagogical beliefs. E-Portfolios will assist the development of key competency 
skills, providing evidence of a studentôs growing development in a range of 
curriculum areas, assisting teachers personalise learning, better preparing 
students with the skills required to thrive in this knowledge age,  engaging 
students in their learning and showing that schooling can be relevant to their 21st 
century lives. (MoE draft, 2009, p. iii) 
 
 

 
 
 
My Thoughts 
 
ñePortfolios are not about technology; they are about pedagogy and learning. 
They are about life-long learning.ò (MOE, 2009) 
 
 
I hope that my students will now take charge of their own portfolio and continue to 
blog and upload whether I am present or not. It will be interesting to see what 
percentage of students have the confidence to make this the beginning of their 
learning journey and continue to build and personalise their pages. I feel that as a 
parent I would value the variety of work that has been uploaded. It reflects the 
childôs academic journey in literacy and maths as well as snapshots of the Arts 
and the cooperative learning and thinking that the children participate in each 
week. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 

As a teacher it requires a reasonable level of computer literacy, an ability to 
trouble shoot, to take a risk and be a learner, a confidence to step aside and to 
encourage a range of student teachers or tech wizards as we call them to be the 
main teacher, to widely use the digital camera and video in the classroom and to 
provide the time for students to reflect and upload their work. Introducing the 
programme requires fundamental skill learning and careful scaffolding so that 
students have a positive experience. e-Portfolios must always be about people 
rather than the technology although coping with the process must be understood 
first before focussing on the quality of the product. 
 
I think Year 6 is probably young enough for using Mahara platform for e-Portfolios 
because of its complexity of views as was a view quoted in the MoE Editure 
draft(2009) when it referred to the Mahara option as óquite sophisticated.ô  If the 
MoE is considering a national base technical platform (or reference 
implementation) for ePortfolios then Mahara presents itself as an obvious 
candidate. However Mahara is not suitable in its current state for supporting the 
requirements of a number of schools, particularly with respect to simplicity and 
ease of use. In its current form it is felt that Mahara is more focussed at high 
school and tertiary rather than intermediate and below. The software is quite 
sophisticated in the multiple views it offers but lacks simple options where the 
more structured approach is not required.  
 
Students in lower classes could focus on saving files, taking photos, writing 
reflections and making power points so they confidently start with a range of base 
skills. I observed in many schools in Christchurch and Nelson where blogging was 
used as the tool for embedding these student achievements which was accepted 
by parents and is widely used as an open source tool. 
 
I hope the Ministry of Education adopts a standardised MLS with funding so that 
teachers can up skill themselves to use 21st century technologies such as e-
Portfolios to inspire and develop óconfident, connected, actively involved life-long 
learnersô.  Access to a more simple format would inspire me to encourage my Y4-
6 syndicate to develop this personalised learning especially if the management 
team linked e-Portfolios with our schoolsô pedagogy. E-Portfolios are an integral 
way of developing key competency skills and providing evidence of a studentôs 
growing development in a range of curriculum areas. At the very least e-Portfolios 
could be established in Year 6 and independently students could continue to 
personalise their learning with minimal teacher support at Year 7/8 level.  
 
The introduction of digital or e-Portfolios into my class programme this year has 
positively enhanced and affected student learning. Students have shown an 
enthusiasm to take control of their own learning as their confidence has grown 
and many have acquired a greater sense of self-worth.The early introduction to 
reflectively blog helped them to make connections between aspects of their 
learning and their own development. This was exciting for me to observe during 
the parent conference.  Fox. 2008 acknowledged the shift in thinking as students 
moved from e-learning to me-learning, growing independent, confident learners 
who understand that learning is something they do; it is not something that others 
do to them.  
 



 

 

Developing the skills of reflection and determining the next steps to move forward 
through e-Portfolios make studentsô independent, self-directed learners which are 
also the goals of the New Zealand Curriculum document. The opportunity to 
investigate and see samples of implementation as I visited a range of schools in 
New Zealand, England and California has inspired me continue my journey with e-
Portfolios. Cambridgeshire, England was the only area where I felt the eportfolio 
platform was highly successful and very student friendly. Many of the other 
eportfolios observed were in the form of blogging or power points which was not 
web based. I was proud of the achievements my students had made in the two 
terms of the research trial. 
 
Each portfolio tells a personal story. I need to see that strong links are made to 
the key competencies; that assessment is for learning not of learning; that the 
learner is engaged, motivated, and enthusiastic; that setting goals is used as a 
powerful way to focus studentsô learning; and that possibly the inclusion of digital 
stories into their e-Portfolios might be used as an another way where student 
voice can be heard to track the learning journey.  
 
I have many exciting challenges ahead of me to continue to trial with my students 
of the future to enhance, affect and personalise their learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Footnote: 
 
My sabbatical leave was taken in Term 3. Now in Term 4 I am pleased to report 
that more than half the class added to their blog in my absence but no other work 
was uploaded. This either reflected that more scaffolding was necessary or that 
uploading came from teacher directed enthusiasm and lesson opportunities.  
 
This term however, we have uploaded photos of the latest events, written blogs 
and are preparing for our final power point reflecting our yearsô work. Students 
have changed their passwords and are preparing to take total ownership of their 
eportfolio as they move into their new learning in Year 7. I hope their new 
teachers will encourage continued uploading and reflections and see this as an 
effective assessment tool of the future. 
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Appendix 

Fig 1: Setting Up Your MyPortfolio Profile. 

 
1. The My Portfolio Home Page: 
 

 
 
 
2. Click on the óProfileô tab then fill in name, details and save. 
 

 



 

 

3. Click on the óMy Portfolioô tab then click on óEdit this viewô. 
 

 
 
 
4. Drag óProfile Infoô into the view area. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

5. When your óProfile Informationô shows in the view area press save. 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Creating files. 

1. Click on the óMy Filesô tab then the óCreate Folderô button. 
 

 
 
 
 
2. Enter óMy Learningô as the name and a short description of your new folder.  
 

 
 
 
 
Repeat steps 1 & 2 creating folders named Photoôs and videoôs. 
 

 

 

 



 

 

Uploading Files. 

1. Click on the óPhotosô file. 
 

 
 
 
2. Click on the óUpload fileô button. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

3. You must click the ócopyright noticeô box. Click the óBrowseô button to find the 
photo you want to upload then enter a name and description. Press the óUpload 
fileô button. 
 

 
 
 
4. Wait a short while and the green tick will appear to show the photo has 
uploaded.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Click on óMy Viewsô then óEdit This Viewô. 
 
 
 



 

 

5. On the main view area click on the small cog and select the photo you would 
like to see. Enter a short description in the óBlock Titleô box. Tick the óShow 
Descriptionô box and set the width to 170.  
 

 
 
Repeat this for all photos where is says óAn Imageô. 
 
 
 
6. Click on óMy Filesô and then on óMy Learning. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

7. Click on the óUpload fileô button.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. You must click the ócopyright noticeô box. Click the óBrowseô button to find the 
file you want to upload then enter a name and description. Press the óUpload fileô 
button. 
 

 
 
 


