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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The project

The electronic portfolio implementation pilot project was intended as a short-term support mechanism to encourage local training providers to use a locally developed system - Learning Assistant - as an example of e portfolio systems.  SER’s financial support took the form of purchasing 10 Learning Assistant learners’ licences for each of 5 local training providers from the FE, public, private and voluntary sectors.  These licences would be used for a range of SVQs and the project would thus identify the type of SVQs that fitted well with electronic assessment and verification, as well as familiarising the training providers with electronic portfolio systems as an element of new learning technologies.  The LEC also paid for the essential staff training on Learning Assistant.  It was made clear to all participant organisations that the project would be evaluated and that this evaluation would be of the application of a learning tool like Learning Assistant and not of Learning Assistant itself.

The electronic portfolio implementation project started in June 2003.   It is possible that it will continue to at least June 2004. In December 2003, SER contracted with 4most plus ltd to evaluate the project in terms of the potential for training providers to use electronic portfolio systems. This report details the outputs and conclusions of the evaluation up to the end of March 2004.

Evaluation methodology

The evaluation took the following approach:

· An initial evaluation of project to date, including training given in the use of the system, the identification and registration of learners, loading national occupational standards from the VQS on to the Learning Assistant system etc

· Progress reviews with all 5 participating companies, a 50% sample of learners, 2   awarding bodies and other key stakeholders, such as Scottish Enterprise and SQA

· Detailed discussions with a range of occupational verifiers from awarding bodies (City and Guilds and SQA) regarding assessment and verification issues

Evaluation Conclusions – General Points

· Some electronic portfolio systems are only for assessment purposes.  Learning Assistant is a learning tool as well as being an assessment and certification tool and is only one example of all such a tool available.

· The project is meeting its objectives as two of the providers are fully committed and one intends to extend significantly its use of the system.

· Through no fault of SER, the project was slow to get started. One of the five providers has not started at all, another one has had little activity and only three have had significant activity with only two of the five using all their allocated licences. Whilst some of the late starts have been caused by staff changes and changes in company priorities, it is likely that the project would have developed quicker if significantly more dedicated project management time had been allocated at start up.  However, this was recognised and addressed and take-up and practice began to grow quite quickly.

· The training given to assessors and learners in the use of the Learning Assistant electronic system was effective but had to be reinforced in cases where there had been slippage in the time between system training and actual start up.
· Particularly enthusiastic or unenthusiastic individuals could skew the evaluation findings because of the small scale of the study.  However it seems that the training providers operating within private and public industry e.g. the care sector and local authorities, seem more inclined to be enthusiastic about, quicker to adopt and become skilled in using the system than “traditional” broad-spectrum training providers, particularly the further education sector.  It follows that “traditional” training providers probably need more time with, and deeper submersion in electronic portfolio systems before they become comfortable with and are likely to adopt the systems widely.
· Key stakeholders such as the Scottish Executive, SE, HIE, SQA, employers, learning providers and learners are becoming increasingly interested in e learning, e assessment and e verification as it becomes more widely used – this project can only add to this interest

Business benefits

· Electronic portfolio systems can bring significant benefit to both learners and training providers and their assessors and internal verifiers particularly in respect of time and workload, thus saving costs over the longer term.

· This project was useful in encouraging a small group of local learning providers to engage with develop expertise in new learning technologies that ultimately should help to make their businesses more profitable by saving time and space (and costs).  However, it is too early to quantify this. 
· Due to the short timeframe of the pilot, it is too early for businesses to quantify the impact of the project on their business.  However, this evaluation has shown that the project has encouraged a small group of local learning providers to engage with and develop expertise in new learning technologies that should ultimately bring positive impacts to their business. .
Adding value to the learning process 

· Learners are mostly enthusiastic about e learning and e assessment and, like the enthusiastic training providers, see the system as time saving, convenient, supportive, an aid to quality learning and providing significant added value by further developing their IT skills and enhancing their confidence in using computers.
· Learners with dyslexia and learners needing to raise their literacy level will also be able to benefit from using an electronic portfolio system such as the Learning Assistant.
Transferability

· Because of the small scale of the project, it was impossible to establish definitively whether electronic portfolio systems are more appropriate for some SVQs than others but it seems likely that this could be so.  However the two learning providers who were most enthusiastic about e learning and the FE college that was less so, all felt that the system could have wide application.
Implications for authenticity and audit

· The two most enthusiastic learning providers, all the learners and the majority of the external verifiers interviewed for the evaluation study thought that external verification should not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates can cheat in a paper based system.  Awarding bodies and their external verifiers are becoming much more at ease with the concept of electronic portfolios, although some still have concerns about the verification of the work of candidates.  These concerns are likely to diminish as the systems become more widely used.
Conclusions and Recommendations

· From the evidence of the project participants, it is possible to state that e learning, e portfolios and e assessment have the potential to bring business benefits to learning providers – especially in-house work based providers – and learning benefits to learners.

· Traditional training providers, such as colleges, are not necessarily the most suitable organisations with which to promote new learning technologies over a relatively short time frame.   Employer based trainers, whether in public or private sectors, are more likely to recognise the immediate and long term business benefits of using electronic portfolio systems.

· SER might consider initiating a further capacity building project to encourage employers who are delivering their own work based learning to use electronic portfolio systems. 

· Some training providers are becoming very proficient in accessing and using electronic learning and assessment systems. SER might consider whether such providers should be given further support in order to develop robust case studies of good practice as means of encouraging the providers who are currently lagging behind to adopt new learning and assessment technologies.

2 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

E learning

Scottish Enterprise Renfrewshire (SER) encourages the development of e business.  A logical and parallel progression of this is to consider the potential of e learning and e assessment for employees and trainees. The adoption of e learning strategies may have a useful e commerce impact on learning providers, as they will have the potential to reduce long-term costs and increase access to their learning provision.   It was a useful progression of earlier activity to give further support to local learning providers, including work based training departments, to deliver e learning assessment through an electronic portfolio system.   This new support would re-enforce the capacity building work already undertaken with learning providers. 

SER believes that e learning represents one of the fastest growing global learning industries. As employers face increasing pressure to ensure that staff are appropriately skilled, they are increasingly realising the potential benefits of e-learning solutions to meet their staff development needs.

Developing Scotland’s e-learning capability should contribute to:

· Increasing the competitiveness of businesses

· Attracting inward investment

· Building an e learning brand based on the reputation of Scotland’s learning industry

· Introducing e learning into national training initiatives.

E commerce and learning providers

It is widely recognised that the adoption of e-commerce strategies assists businesses to:

· Reduce costs

· Maintain existing market share

· Reach new markets

· Empower employees through e learning.

The adoption of e learning strategies may have a similar impact on learning providers, as they will have the potential to reduce long-term costs and increase access to their learning provision.

SER research

SER recognises the role which training suppliers play in the delivery of learning provision and commissioned research into the capability of the local learning industry to meet the opportunities and challenges presented by e-learning. The research aimed to map e-learning activity and to define development needs across a diverse range of organisations. This exercise identified a number of barriers to the implementation of e-learning solutions:

· Lack of awareness, knowledge and skills of e-learning delivery and support within learning providers

· Reliance on employers for access and equipment

· Lack of materials which deliver underpinning knowledge

· Application in work based training programmes

· Low skills base of candidates who require a great deal of support

· Lack of investment to upgrade equipment and skills.

SER projects

SER has implemented a number of projects to address some of these issues including:

· Hosting an e-learning conference

· Supporting local providers to develop e-learning content

· Development of an e-learning capacity building programme 
· The SER research into the capability of the local learning industry to meet the opportunities and challenges presented by e learning. That research aimed to map e-learning activity and to define development needs across a diverse range of organisations.
· The SER Courseware Library initiative which developed a learning bank of 28 CD-ROMS to be used by local employers and learning providers

· The development of the SER Learning Organisations Model and the Learning Organisations Project, bold and farsighted initiatives designed to provide and accurately target support to individual small companies.
Learning Assistant

Learning Assistant is an example of an online training support package that offers portfolio building and assessment tools. The system allows learners online to:

· Access coursework

· Present work for assessment

· Receive assessment feedback

· Action plan

· Participate in forums

· Build their portfolio.

Trainers are able to:

· Carry out assessments remotely

· Provide feedback and support to learners online.

Learning Assistant also comprises a range of tools providing online knowledge management, discussion forums and management report generation.

Implementation Project

To complement SER’s activities to increase the capacity of learning providers to utilise on line tools to deliver and support learning, SER agreed to support a project to enable local training providers including one employer to use the Learning Assistant system for a discrete group of candidates. A target of 5 suppliers with 10 candidates each was set. The suppliers participating would cover a range of types of organisations (Local Authority, FE College, voluntary, private), sectors (care, ICT) and VQs (child care, customer service, management).

Evaluation study

SER then wished to undertake an evaluation of the implementation of electronic portfolios.  To undertake this activity, SE Renfrewshire wanted to appoint an agency with recognised expertise in the field of evaluation and a sound knowledge of e learning and assessment.  4most plus ltd successfully tendered for this evaluation and began the evaluation in December 2003

Evaluation Focus and Objectives

The focus of the study was to be an evaluation of the application of such a tool to support work-based qualifications rather than an evaluation of the Learning Assistant package specifically.  It would examine the application of the package in a workplace setting, identifying quantitative and qualitative evidence of bottom line business impacts, qualitative feedback on the learning experience from the perspective of learners, tutors and management, and consider the views of policy makers and awarding bodies on the use of online tools to deliver, support and assess learning.

The study would use both quantitative and qualitative measures to assess the impact of the project on learners, providers and key stakeholders and to enable a greater understanding of the effectiveness of the project in meeting its objectives.

SER suggested that questions to be addressed should include:

· Bottom line business benefits (though these might not show up fully until sometime after the project ends and should probably be examined as potential or likely benefits) 

· Added value to the learning process

· Transferability

· Implications for authentication and audit.

4most plus suggested that, in addition, the following questions be considered:

· Ease of application (user friendliness for learner and trainer)

· Cost effectiveness and downtime

· Benefits or otherwise to different sectors of industry.

Both SER and 4most plus believed that the issues to be addressed in the evaluation would include:

· Measurement of the impact of the project, in both quantitative and qualitative terms, including for example cost effectiveness, speed of achievement, etc

· An assessment of the project in meeting its main objectives and targets (in qualitative and quantitative terms)

· A review of the:

1. Learning experience of participants

2. Experience of tutors/assessors supporting training delivery

3. Views of key stakeholders including SE and SQA.

· An assessment of:

1. The transferability of the tool across different sectors and VQ areas

2. Any changes in business operations within participating organisations as a result of the project.

· Consideration of the implications for SE if e learning electronic portfolios were to be issued within the national programmes.

3 Evaluation study methodology

Evaluation study aims and outputs

The evaluation study ran from December 2003 to March 2004 and required milestones and interventions as shown in Table 1 below below.

                                           Table 1 Project Outputs

	Date 
	Activity/Output



	December 2003
	Initial evaluation of project to date including system training, identification of learners, registration, loading standards onto system etc. 

	January to February 2004
	Progress reviews with all 5 participating companies, 50% sample of learners, 2 or more awarding bodies and employers and other key stakeholders. 

	March 2004


	Interim/final evaluation report (depending on whether the project continues) to inform the continuation, or otherwise, of the evaluation process.  


Research Methodology

4most plus is strongly of the opinion that the most effective way of gathering in depth information in studies of this nature is by means of personal visits. Our experience from other similar projects leads us to conclude that, although interviews may appear time consuming, they produce in depth information and valuable insights which cannot be gained via postal or telephone surveys.  Learners in particular are likely to respond best to a face-to-face discussion.  Therefore for providers and learners face-to face interviews were conducted.  In other cases, telephone interviews were used when appropriate.
4most plus adopted the following methodology for the evaluation study:

1. Learning Assistant Package - The 4most plus consultant was already familiar with Learning Assistant and other e assessment tools but re-examined these in the context of the project. 

2. The Implementation Project - To allow 4most plus to gain an initial view of the project, SER made available all relevant details of the project to the consultant including detailed desired outputs, progress to date, contact names, addresses and telephone numbers of providers, details of sectors and VQs.

3. Interview tools - It was necessary to design a range of structured interview tools for each category of interviewee.

4. Interviews - Learning Providers - 4most plus made telephone contact with and interviewed in person principals and trainers from the five providers.  

5. Learners - 4most plus had intended to conduct face-to-face interviews with 5 learners at each of the 5 training providers (25 in total). However, due to late and none starts even where learners had actually been registered on Learning Assistant, this proved impossible.  Only 16 learner interviews could be conducted Some of the late starts were caused by staff changes and changes in company priorities but the project only really gained momentum when Learning Assistant allocated extra dedicated project management time. 

6. Employers - 4most plus had suggested conducting telephone interviews with 3 employer clients from each of the five providers (15 in total).  However SER pointed out that the implementation of Learning Assistant was at too early a stage to make employer interviews meaningful.  Other than in one case (the Local Authority), SER was proved right.

7. Awarding Bodies - 4most plus conducted extensive telephone interviews with SQA and City and Guilds, the 2 awarding bodies associated with the project. 

8. Scottish Enterprise – 4most plus conducted extensive telephone interviews with SE and HIE personnel to canvass opinions on electronic assessment and portfolio collection.

9. Learning Assistant Staff - 4most plus conducted in-depth interviews with Learning Assistant staff.

10. Communication - 4most plus communicated as necessary with SER contacts and provided intermittent telephone and e briefs.

11. Evaluation report - 4most plus analysed all the evaluation findings and produced this interim report.

4 Evaluation outcomes

TRAINING PROVIDERS

Participant organisations

The five training providers involved in the pilot are:

· JHP

· One plus

· Reid Kerr College

· East Renfrewshire Council

· Cairellot

Where possible, 4 most plus interviewed tutors, assessors and internal verifiers in each organisation.  Detailed responses fro all the interviews can be found in Annex 1

JHP

JHP is a general training provider that offers a wide range of training and qualifications.  Of the 5 training providers, only JHP has not registered any candidates on the system, despite the JHP declared intention to start 10 management candidates in September 2003.  The JHP Scotland-wide regional director remains interested in taking up the system but local JHP representatives believe that the problem is that their local potential candidates have inadequate access to computers in the work place.  However, they may have two candidates in April, one from Marks and Spencer and one from JHP’s own organisation.  Obviously a Marks and Spencer involvement would be a major coup for Learning Assistant and would could provide an extendable context for testing the system.  However, if the 10 licences are not starting to be used by the end of April, 4most plus suggests that they are either re distributed amongst the other providers who have committed to the pilot or are given to an additional provider who guarantees to use them immediately.  In the circumstances, although 4 most plus contacted JHP trainers, assessors and verifiers, they were unable to comment on using Learning Assistant.  

It is clear that, although the regional director remains interested in the concept of electronic portfolios, there is no particular “champion” or enthusiast in the local office to provide a springboard to action.

One Plus

One Plus is a voluntary organisation.  It has 10 candidates logged on to the system but only 5 have done any work.  This might be because the person who was originally heading the pilot up started a new position.  Learning Assistant’s Alistair Campbell is to meet with the One Plus Director of Learning in early April to encourage greater participation.  However, 4most plus has established that the One Plus assessor and internal verifier much prefer a paper-based system which they see as being much quicker to use than an electronic system.  In fact they have been running a paper system in parallel with Learning Assistant for the 5 candidates who are logged on to Learning Assistant.  This “belt and braces” dual approach must have been very time consuming.  In these circumstances it seems unlikely that One Plus will adopt an electronic system wholeheartedly, particularly as they have now stopped using Learning Assistant.

4most plus interviewed the One Plus assessor who believed that his dislike of the system stemmed from the fact that he was using it in conjunction with Modern Apprenticeships (MAs) and this made it more difficult to use.  4most plus accepts that this belief was absolutely genuine but feels it to be misplaced.  As MAs are based on Level 3 SVQs that other trainers are delivering through Learning Assistant, it is difficult to see why MAs cannot also be delivered through Learning Assistant.  

More positively, the assessor did say that he liked what he called “the cleanliness of the system”, in other words the focus on essentials and avoidance of unrelated extraneous material.  However, this was not enough to convince him of the systems desirability.  He also pointed out that Learning Assistant encouraged learners to email the tutors and assessors, a useful practice that has continued since ceasing to use Learning Assistant.

As with JHP, the concept of electronic portfolios had little chance of turning into reality without a local champion in the organisation.

Reid Kerr College

Reid Kerr is a traditional FE college that offers a wide range of vocational training and qualifications.  They have 10 management levels 3/4 candidates registered with log-ins issued (one of whom has just been put on the system) but 3 have not started any work yet. However, according to the college staff, all candidates will become very active shortly.  4 most plus spoke to Reid Kerr tutors, assessors and verifiers, all of whom frankly admit that they prefer a paper-based system.   However, they see some benefits arising from Learning Assistant and they have some interest in using the system for Administration SVQs.

In terms of Learning Assistant’s positive attributes, the college staff felt that the system: 

· Saves travel time and associated expense

· Cuts down on costly visits

· Allows the learner to be more prepared, thus saving time by having fewer repeat reviews

· Is ideal for learners in remote locations

· Could be used with a wide range of applications.

In relation to negative aspects, the staff believed that the system:

· Can provide a passive experience for staff and students alike and thus reduce motivation in both categories, particularly as it could diminish the tutor’s role

· Can allow only one narrow role for the tutor, barring the advice and counselling role usually performed by tutors that give added value to the learner and thus preventing the build up of rapport between tutor and learner  (this may have been due to the way the college was using Learning Assistant as other providers felt that emails and bulletin boards can actually help build rapport and a sense of community).

The college had specific issues with the initial quoted costs of training in the system, the lateness in the pilot timescale of the actual training the staff had requested and the late appearance of the manual.  However, some of this concern could stem from the fact that the college was preparing to become a private purchaser of the system, before it joined the pilot.  If it had stayed as a private client, training in the system would have been chargeable.  Once in the pilot, the training fees were picked up by SER.  The Learning Assistant Director states that all the pilot organisations were given an initial run through on the system and the additional training was delivered as soon as the college could bring all its participating staff together. However there was some communication break down as a hard copy of the training manual was given out at the same time as the additional training, but the college did not realise that it could have been downloaded from the web site at any time.   Learning Assistant is fully aware that it has to be very careful that new users are given adequate information timeously.
East Renfrewshire Council

East Renfrewshire Council is one of the two high fliers in this pilot project. It has 10 customer services level 3 candidates on the system, and there has been work verified and completed for all of ten these candidates. Good practice was demonstrated by the fact that the assessor registered as the first candidate in order to view the system from the learners view point as well as that of the assessor. Three of the candidates have nearly completed and the other seven have completed between one and three units. The Council much prefers the electronic system to the paper based system it has been using.  4most plus interviewed the assessor/tutor and the internal verifier who made the following positive comment about Learning Assistant:

· It allows the learner to have speedy access to whole VQ at a glance

· It saves the assessor time reading evidence at candidate meetings

· It allows quicker updates and improvements to evidence between meetings

· It shows the dates on which the work was uploaded and completed which helps both assessor and verifier

· It gives the verifier instant access to all completed work

· It saves office space and creates order

· It is extremely cost effective because of the down time it saves – and also the paper, filing systems etc

· The training in the use of the system was adequate and effective 

· The system would work for a wide range of VQs and other awards

· External verification should not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates determined to cheat can do so in any system 

· The Council is currently deciding whether it to pay for the use of the system once the pilot is finished 

· The Council could not use any additional free licences that were made available at present but could do so in 2 months.

The Council had only two negative comments:

· The learner has to jump between different pages in order to check things and this can be time consuming (this can be avoided by creating a split screen) 
· A paper-based system does not rely on computers that can play up. 
Cairellot

Cairelott owns and runs nursery care establishments.  It is also a learndirect Learning Centre and therefore it is well supplied with computer hardware, including its own server and numerous laptops to fully utilise e learning and electronic portfolio systems.   It is the second high flier in the pilot project.  It delivers Play-work level 3, Early Years level 4 and management level 4 training to its own staff and some external candidates.  The centre had some problems accessing the early years national occupational standards for installation on the Learning Assistant system but this is currently being resolved so nine candidates can be registered and start work on their Early Years level 4 SVQ.  Without this problem, all 10 candidates would have been registered and well on their way to completing the Early Years SVQ.  

As there are common units in the Management and Early Years, and to enable the organisation to start the pilot, one candidate, the senior manager, has been registered for the level 4 Management SVQ and is half way through the units. This allows her to understand the system from the learner’s point of view, another example of very good practice. 

Like the local authority, Cairellot much prefers the electronic system to the paper based system they have been using to date.  It also favours Learning Assistant over a Scottish Executive sponsored system for childcare, which it finds to be completely unusable.  4most plus interviewed a tutor, an assessor and an internal verifier who made the following positive comments about Learning Assistant:

· Tutors, assessors, internal verifiers and learners are all delighted with the system

· It saves everyone’s time including the that of the learners and leads to savings in costs

· It slims down what would have been a space wasting paper portfolio into easily manageable essentials

· It is particularly useful for developing the reflective accounts that are an integral part of the management qualification

· It is speedy, paperless, keeps an instantly accessible record of reviews and allows instant and constant contact between tutor, assessor and learner

· It encourages the development of a higher level of IT skills for learners, tutors, assessors and verifiers

· It particularly helps to develop IT skills in older women returners to work have previously been frightened of using computers

· It also helps to develop IT and communication core skills in young candidates who lack confidence in their writing ability, have relatively low literacy skills or are dyslexic

· The training in the use of the system was adequate and effective 

· External verification should not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates can cheat in a paper based system 

· The organisation would be happy to pay for the use of the system once the pilot is finished and it would also use any additional free licences that were made available.

Cairellot had only one negative comment and that was given more in the form of a suggestion for improvement: 

· At present learners cannot change reflective accounts for the Level 4 Management SVQ on site.   

Good practice 

East Renfrewshire Council would make an excellent good practice case study that could be used to encourage the participation of other employers in an extended pilot.

Like the local authority, Cairellot would make an excellent good practice case study that could be used to encourage the participation of other employers in an extended pilot.  However, one must wonder if some of its unwavering enthusiasm for Learning Assistant is related to the fact that it is very well equipped electronically and thus finds the system easy to manage as learners have access to computers at all times.

LEARNERS

Learner Questionnaires

If the project had been fully subscribed, 4most plus would have interviewed 25 learners registered on Learning Assistant – 50% of the potential total.  However, one provider had not registered any candidates yet and another had stopped using Learning Assistant.  Of the three remaining providers, one had only one candidate registered, one had 10 candidates, all of whom were using the system and the other had 10 candidates registered but only 5 of them had been on the system long enough for them to form opinions on the worth or other wise of the system.   In total this meant that 16 learners could be interviewed and 4most plus was able to question all 16 of them, either face to face or by telephone.  All their responses are detailed in Annex 2.  Table 2 below gives their responses to some of the questions. The responses demonstrate a ringing endorsement of e learning, e assessment and electronic portfolios and a firm belief that using the system can increase your IT skills.  It is significant that 12 of the 16 were keen enough to do some of their e portfolio work at home and that 15 of the 16 would recommend the system to their friends.  Also evident from the responses is that the learners have a high level of contact with their tutors and/or assessors, including face-to-face contact at least monthly and in 8 cases weekly.  Whether the frequency of contact will remain at this level as tutors and learners become more used to the system is debateable.

                                     Table 2   Learner Questionnaire findings

	Statement
	Number of learners agreeing out of a possible 16 



	I like e learning
	14

	I like Learning Assistant
	15

	I’m good with the computer
	15

	My IT skills have improved since using the system
	12

	I have a computer at home
	15

	I use it for my portfolio
	15

	I do most of my portfolio work at home
	12

	I do most of my portfolio work at work
	3

	I do most of my portfolio work some where else
	1

	I contact my tutor/assessor at least once a week
	4

	My tutor/assessor contacts me at least once a week
	10

	We have face-to-face meetings 
	16

	We have face-to-face meetings at least weekly
	8

	We have face-to-face meetings at least monthly
	8

	Learning assistant will help me to get my award more quickly
	15

	I would prefer a paper system
	1

	A paper system would be quicker
	1

	I would encourage my friends to use Learning Assistant
	15


When asked what they liked best about the system, the learners gave the responses that are shown in Table 3.  Top of their list was that the system could be accessed anywhere, it is easy to use and there are no bits of paper to get lost.
                        Table 3   What learners like best about Learning Assistant

	Learner statements
	Number of learners giving this response out of a possible 16



	The system is easy to use
	12

	Nothing to get lost
	12

	Can use it anywhere you can get access to a computer
	12

	The system is quick to use
	10

	Everything is there to hand
	7

	Improves my IT skills
	4

	No log books
	2

	Don’t have to write anything by hand
	1

	You can cheer yourself up by seeing how much you have done
	1


When asked what they liked least, 9 learners gave the sole but united response that they disliked having to flick backwards and forwards through different screens.  When asked if they had anything else to say, 14 learners said that “the system was great”, one learner said she “was not keen” and 9 learners said that they wished something could be done about the problem of having to flick backwards and forwards.  There were no other comments.

AWARDING BODIES: ASSESSMENT AND VERIFICATION

Awarding Bodies

4most plus made contact with the 2 Awarding Bodies offering verification and certification to the pilot’s learning providers, SQA and City and Guilds and subsequently interviewed 2 SQA verifiers and 2 verifiers from City and Guilds.  Although all the verifiers were very helpful, it was difficult at first to convey the message that the evaluation was not of Learning Assistant itself but of the pilot project using Learning Assistant as an example of all such systems.

Broadly speaking, the verifiers were in favour of electronic portfolio systems, particularly for the management qualifications.   As a paper-based qualification, it results in a massive portfolio of evidence where the sheer bulk of evidence distracts candidates, assessors and verifiers from the quality of the learners’ work.  However, one of the verifiers pointed out that e learning and assessment did not suit every qualification, every learner or every assessor and that there was much to be said for a blended learning approach.  The verifiers responded to questions as presented in Table 4.  

Learning Assistant Ltd kindly gave 4most plus access to a 3 person City and Guilds evaluation of Learning Assistant.  Whilst this was useful in helping the consultant to understand better the slight modifications that have to be made to the Learning Assistant product, the information does not fit into this more general evaluation. Talking to senior staff at SQA, it seems that it is still some time before the concept of electronic portfolios is given automatic and universal endorsement by the Awarding Bodies.  There is still a tendency by the Awarding Bodies to examine each individual case on its merits.  However there is no doubt that acceptance of the new methods is growing and there should be no problems in using such a system for SVQ and NVQ certification in the context of the current pilot.  There is no doubt that the future of the learning industry lies with e learning, e assessment and e verification.

                        Table 4    Verifiers and e portfolio systems

	Verifier Statements  (note that no disagreement is implied where there are less than 4 responses to a statement)
	Number of verifiers giving this response out of a possible 4

	The system is easy and quick to use
	4

	Nothing to get lost as with paper portfolios
	3

	Can verify anywhere you can get access to a computer – eventually this could cut the costs of verification
	3

	The management qualifications waste a great deal of paper – anything that can cut this paper mountain down is to be welcomed
	3

	There should be no more problems with electronic learning, assessment and verification than there is with paper based systems
	2

	People worry to much about electronic systems – it is just as easy to cheat with a paper-based system
	2

	Management SVQs do not require direct observation so an electronic portfolio is perfectly acceptable
	2

	Most qualifications still need some direct observations by assessors although of course this can be recorded electronically
	2

	Many older people take NVQs and they are not always comfortable with electronic systems – very important to find out at induction which system is best for which learner.  Also the assessor must feel comfortable with the system.  Blended learning and assessment rather than a total reliance on electronic methods is the key to success
	2

	If a trainee assessor is involved a system needs to be in place to have the assessment decisions counter signed
	2

	No dreaded log books to plough through
	1

	Electronic systems are still at an embryonic stage, and the awarding bodies have to be careful that standards are maintained
	1

	It helps external verifiers to see the internal verification plan so probably this should be built in to electronic systems
	1


STAKEHOLDERS

Support for e learning

4most plus spoke to senior officers at the Scottish Executive, SQA (in its accreditation role) SE, HIE, Careers Scotland, learndirect Scotland and the Scottish Further Education Funding Councils.  There is no doubt that the general desire to promote and utilise e learning, e assessment and e verification is strong and all the major players would support in principle, the present pilot exercise.

5 Conclusions and Recommendations

Project Objectives

In qualitative terms the project is meeting its objectives as two of the providers are fully committed and one intends to extend significantly its use of the system.  In quantative terms, through no fault of SER, the project was slow to get started. One of the five providers has not started at all, another one has had little activity and only three have had significant activity with only two of the five using all their allocated licences. However, the project is very useful in encouraging a small group of local training providers to engage with new learning technologies 

Methodology

Annex 1 “Learning Provider attitudes to electronic portfolio systems” presents in tabular form all the responses to questions posed to the learning provider staff during interview.  It should be noted that in such a small-scale evaluation, both very enthusiastic and very unenthusiastic responses might skew the evaluation findings.  The evaluation exercise is too small to provide enough valuable data for numerical analysis but it can accurately reflect the opinions of the five learning providers involved in the pilot.

Annex 2 details responses from learners and Annex 3 gives responses from awarding body external verifiers

Business benefits 

 The system can:
· Cut down on costly visits and save travel time and associated expense

· Allow the learner to be more prepared, thus saving time by having fewer repeat reviews
· Save office space and supplies, create order and free time up for other tasks

· Save costs because of the down time it saves for learners, tutors, assessors and verifiers 

· Slim down what would have been a space wasting paper portfolio into easily manageable time saving essentials.

Adding value to the learning process – learner benefits

Learners are:

· Enthusiastic about e learning and e assessment and, like the enthusiastic training providers, see the system as time saving, convenient, supportive, an aid to quality learning and providing significant added value by further developing their IT skills and enhancing their confidence in using computers.
Learner benefits

· Learners with dyslexia and learners needing to raise their literacy level can benefit from using an electronic portfolio system.
The system can:
· Meet the needs of learners in remote locations

· Be useful for developing the reflective accounts that are an integral part of the management qualification

· Allow instant and constant contact between tutor, assessor and learner

· Encourage the development of a higher level of IT skills 

· Help to develop IT skills in older returners to work 

· Help to develop IT and communication core skills in young candidates who lack confidence in their writing ability, have relatively low literacy skills or are dyslexic

· Allow the learner to have speedy access to whole VQ at a glance.

Transferability

Learning providers believe that the system can probably be used with a wide range of applications including S/NVQs and other awards.

Negative Aspects

Learning providers identified the following negative aspects relating to the electronic portfolio system:
· It can provide a passive experience for staff and students alike and thus can reduce motivation in both categories, particularly as it can diminish the tutor’s role

· It can allow only one narrow role for the tutor, barred the advice and counselling role usually performed by tutors that give added value to the learner and prevented the build up of rapport between tutor and learner  (this may have been due to the way Learning Assistant was being used as other providers felt that emails and bulletin boards can actually help build rapport and a sense of community)

· At present learners cannot change reflective accounts for the Level 4 Management SVQ on site

· The learner has to jump between different pages in order to check things and this can be time consuming (this can be avoided by creating a split screen) 
· A paper-based system can be better because it does not rely on computers that can play up 
System training

Two providers thought that the training in the use of the system was adequate and effective and one provider thought that the training was effective but came too late on in the pilot

Good practice 

East Renfrewshire Council and Cairellot would make excellent good practice case studies that could be used to encourage the participation of other employers in an extended pilot.

Assessment and verification issues

The verification issues associated with using an electronic portfolio system are:
· External verification need not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates can cheat in a paper based system 

· The system shows the dates on which the work was uploaded and completed which helps both assessor and verifier

· It gives the verifier instant access to all completed work and saves the assessor time reading evidence at candidate meetings

· One of the five learning providers still has some doubt over authenticity.

Two awarding bodies and all the major stakeholders support the concepts of e learning, e assessment and e verification.

Implications for authenticity and audit

The two most enthusiastic learning providers, all the learners and the majority of the external verifiers interviewed for the evaluation study thought that external verification need not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates can cheat in a paper based system.  Awarding bodies and their external verifiers are becoming much more at ease with the concept of electronic portfolios, although some still have concerns about the verification of the work of candidates.  These concerns are likely to diminish as the systems become more widely used.
More work would have to be undertaken in the context of evaluating this and possibly other projects to give major consideration to the implications for SE relating to the use of e learning within the national programmes, such as Skillseekers, Modern Apprenticeships and Training for Work.  Provided it were possible to use the same electronic portfolio system or compatible systems for a particular national programme and provided there were no access restraints on SE personnel, one can see that once everyone involved was trained in the particular systems, it would make for much easier audit of trainee achievement.  However access by SE might not be possible because of data protection requirements.  Furthermore, if one particular system were preferred over another for a whole national programme, this would not only inhibit the development of other potentially more advanced systems but it would create an undesirable and possibly illegal e learning monopoly.

Conclusions and recommendations

The clear messages for SER that emanate from the evaluation are:

1. From the evidence of some of the project participants it is possible to state that e learning, e portfolios and e assessment have the potential to bring business benefits to learning providers - especially in-house work based providers - and learning benefits to learners

2. Traditional training providers, such as colleges, are not necessarily the most suitable organisations with which to promote new learning technologies over a relatively short time frame.   Employer based trainers, whether in public or private sectors, are more likely to recognise the immediate and long term business benefits of using electronic portfolio systems

3. SER might consider initiating a further capacity building project to encourage employers who are delivering their own work based learning to use electronic portfolio systems

4. Some training providers are becoming very proficient in accessing and using electronic learning and assessment systems. SER might consider whether such providers should be given further support in order to develop robust case studies of good practice as a means of encouraging the providers who are currently lagging behind to adopt new learning and assessment technologies.  
Annex 1 

Learning Provider attitudes to electronic portfolio systems

The following table gives the responses to questions posed to the learning provider staff during interview.

	Question
	JHP


	One plus


	RKC
	ERC
	Cairellot

	Are your 10 candidates identified?
	No – none 
	Yes but we have stopped using LA
	(
	(
	(

	Are they are all registered on the system?
	No – none 
	Yes but only one has done any work
	(
	(
	No – only one is fully registered but the other 9 will be shortly once the Early years units are available

	Which SVQs are the candidates doing?
	N/A
	Customer Service level 3
	Management levels 3 & 4
	Customer Service level 3
	Management/ Early Years level 4

	What stages are they at?


	N/A
	Completed 1 or 2 units but have now stopped
	Various – some have just started
	Some are nearly finished, all have completed several units
	One is halfway through Management 4.  The others will start as soon as the Early Years standards are available

	What are the benefits for the learner


	N/A
	“Cleanliness” of the system and encouragement to use email.
	Remote locations catered for
	It allows speedy access to whole VQ and quick updates and improvements to evidence 
	It is particularly useful for developing the reflective accounts that are an integral part of the management qualification

	What are the benefits for the tutor
	N/A
	As above
	Saves travel time and associated expense
	We don’t have a tutoring system
	It saves everyone’s time including the that of the learners and leads to savings in costs

	What are the benefits for the assessor


	N/A
	As above
	Cuts down on costly visits


	It saves the assessor time reading evidence at candidate meetings

It allows quicker updates and improvements to evidence between meetings

It shows the dates on which the work was uploaded and completed which helps both assessor and verifier
	It is speedy, paperless, keeps an instantly accessible record of reviews and allows instant and constant contact between tutor, assessor and learner



	What are the benefits for the internal verifier
	N/A
	As above
	Quick and instantly accessible
	It shows the dates on which the work was uploaded and completed and gives the verifier instant access to completed work
	It slims down what would have been a space wasting paper portfolio into easily manageable essentials

	What are the disadvantages for the learner


	N/A
	Depend on good IT skills
	Prevents build up of rapport between tutor and learner

Provides a passive experience for staff and students alike and thus reduced motivation in both categories
	The learner has to jump between different pages in order to check things and this can be time consuming (this can be avoided by creating a split screen) 

	At present learners cannot change reflective accounts for the Level 4 management SVQ on site.   



	What are the disadvantages for the tutor?
	N/A
	Slow

Can be lost 
	Diminishes tutoring role
	None
	None

	What are the disadvantages for the assessor?
	N/A
	Slow
	Loss of advisory role and personal contact
	None
	None

	What are the disadvantages for the internal verifier
	N/A
	Slow
	No real disadvantages
	None
	None

	Any experience of other systems?
	N/A
	No
	Not really
	No
	Scottish Executive system for child care

	If yes to above, how do these compare with LA?
	N/A
	N/A
	No opinion
	N/A
	LA is much better

	Do you think the system would work for SVQs at all levels?
	N/A
	Possibly
	Probably
	The system would work for a wide range of VQs and other awards at all levels


	Yes it would certainly do this.

	Do you think the system would work for SVQs in all sectors?
	N/A
	Possibly
	Probably
	The system would work for a wide range of VQs and other awards at all levels


	Yes it would certainly do this.

	Would the system work well for a largely knowledge based qualification?
	N/A
	Possibly
	Probably
	The system would work for a wide range of VQs and other awards at all levels


	Yes it would certainly do this.

	Would it work well for a qualification that largely relies on direct observation?
	N/A
	Possibly
	Probably
	The system would work for a wide range of VQs and other awards at all levels


	Absolutely

	Have you had sufficient training in the use of LA?
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes after a slow start
	The training in the use of the system was adequate and effective 
	Yes we were very pleased with the training

	What are LA’s advantages over a paper based system?  


	N/A
	Less mess of paper
	Saves travel time and expense.

Cuts down on visits.  Allows learner to be more prepared.

Ideal for remote locations.  Could fit wide range of applications
	It saves office space and creates order

It is extremely cost effective because of the down time it saves – and also the paper, filing systems etc


	Encourages development higher level of IT skills for learners, tutors, assessors and verifiers.

Helps to develop IT skills in older women returners to work.  Also helps to develop IT and communication core skills in young candidates who lack confidence in their writing ability, have relatively low literacy skills or are dyslexic

	What are a paper based system’s advantages over LA?
	N/A
	Quicker and safer
	Encourages building of rapport and trust 
	A paper based system does not rely on computers that can play up 
	There are no such advantages

	Is there anything you would like LA to do that it does not do currently?
	N/A
	Display more than one screen at once.
	Don’t know
	Develop split screen technology
	Allow learners to change reflective accounts for the management SVQ on site.   



	If you were given a few more free LA licences could you use them?
	N/A
	Not at present
	Possibly
	Yes but not for 2 months.


	Yes

	Will you continue to use LA when the licences have to be paid for?  
	N/A
	Not up to me
	No opinion at present – but might try for admin
	The Council is currently deciding whether it to pay for the use of the system once the pilot is finished
	Yes

	Have you any other comments to make about LA?


	
	No
	We have concerns about the validity and reliability of verification through the system
	External verification should not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates determined to cheat can do so in any system 
	External verification should not be any less valid and reliable than a paper based system – candidates determined to cheat can do so in any system 




Annex 2 Learner attitudes to electronic portfolio systems

The following table gives the responses to questions posed to 16 learners (L1 to L16) registered on the system.

	Questions


	Yes
	No
	Don’t know
	Comments

	1 Do you like e learning?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( 
	(
	(*
	*Sometimes I like it, depends what it is

	2 Do you like this e portfolio assessment system?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	(*
	*No strong opinion

	3 Are you good with the computer?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	(*
	*Not as good as some people

	4 Have your computer skills improved through using this system?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	((((*
	
	*We were good already

	5 Do you have a computer at home?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	(*
	*It’s broken

	6 Do you use it for your e portfolio?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	(*
	*It’s broken, would do if it got mended

	7 Do you do most of your Learning Assistant work at home?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	( ( (
	
	

	8 Do you do most of your Learning Assistant work at work?
	( ( ( 
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	

	9 Do you do most of your Learning Assistant work somewhere that is not home and not work?
	(
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	*At my Gran’s

	10 Do you contact your tutor or assessor at least once a week?
	( ( ( ( (
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(*
	*Sometimes

	11 Do you contact your tutor or assessor more than once a week?
	( ( ( ( 
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(* (*
	*Sometimes

	12 Do you contact your tutor or assessor less than once a week?
	( (  ( ( 
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(*
	*Sometimes

	13 Does your tutor or assessor contact you at least once a week?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	( ( ( ( 
	(* (*
	*Sometimes

	14 Does your tutor or assessor contact you more than once a week?
	(( ( (
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(* (*
	*Sometimes

	15 Does your tutor or assessor contact you less than once a week?
	((
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(* (*
	*Sometimes

	16 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	
	

	17 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor once a week?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	
	

	18 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor more than once a week?
	( (
	
	
	

	19 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor less than once a week?
	( ( (  ( ( ( 
	
	
	

	20 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor at least once a month?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	
	

	18 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor more than once a month?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	
	

	19 Do you have face-to-face meetings with your tutor or assessor less than once a month?
	
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	

	20 What do you like best about Learning Assistant?
	
	
	
	Easy to use - 12

Quick -10

Everything there -7

No log books -2

Nothing to carry – 10

Nothing to get lost - 12

If you feel a bit depressed you can check your portfolio and see how much you have done - 1

Improves my IT skills -4

Can use it anywhere you can get to a computer - 12

Don’t have to write, as my writing is rubbish – 1

	21 What do you like least about Learning Assistant?
	
	
	
	Having to flick back and forward to different screens - 9

	22 Would you prefer a paper-based system?
	(
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	

	23 Will Learning Assistant help you to get your SVQ more quickly?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(
	
	

	24 Would a paper-based system be quicker?
	(
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	
	

	25 Would you encourage your friends to use Learning Assistant?
	( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( (
	(
	
	

	26 Would you like to say something else about Learning Assistant?
	
	
	
	Wish they would do split screens or something -9

Great –14

Not keen - 1
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