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Introduction 
 
Rather than an evaluation of the ePortfolio system Mahara, the eCDF ePortfolio project case 
study reports are designed to provide other organisations a guide to the lessons learnt and 
challenges faced during the implementation of a typical ePortfolio system.  
 
It should also be noted that during the pilot period, case study partners were working on a pre 
v1.0 release of Mahara where development and refinements to functionality was continuing. 
 
In order to ensure relevance to other ePortfolio systems and ongoing accuracy of the case 
studies, where possible references to functionality or technical issues specific to the ePortfolio 
system Mahara and the pilot site (MyPortfolio) have been removed.  Development 
suggestions made within the case study reports have however been captured by the eCDF 
project team and documented within the Mahara Development Roadmap 
(http://www.mahara.org/roadmap) 
 
 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 License. To 
view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/   or send a 
letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California, 94105, 
USA.  
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1 Case Study Overview 
 
1.1 Organisational Details 
 
Auckland University of Technology School of Education Te Kura Mātauranga 
 
The programme was Bachelor of Education (Specialty).    

 
Student teachers were in their final year of study and were creating material that would assist 
them in preparation for their first year of teaching and also for their portfolios for registration 
with the NZ Teacher Council.  
 
Reflective practice is embedded in all papers with specific focus in the Professional Inquiry 
and Practice Paper. 
 
1.2 Programme or Purpose Description 
 
The case study was located within the BEd (Speciality) including: 
o Early Childhood 
o Early Childhood Montessori 
o Primary Montessori 
o Primary Steiner 
 
Graduate Profile 
Graduates completing the Bachelor of Education will meet NZTC’s requirements of being of 
good character and fit to be a teacher. In addition, they will satisfy the professional dimension 
benchmarks for beginning teachers established by the NZTC, under the following headings: 
 
Professional Knowledge 
Current curricula, Treaty of Waitangi, Te Reo Māori and Tikanga Māori, current learning and 
assessment theory, the progress of children, appropriate teaching objectives, planning and 
preparation, programmes, learning activities and technologies, assessment and reporting. 
 
Professional Practice 
An environment of respect and understanding, high but realistic expectations, positive 
management of learning and its organisation to develop a safe and nurturing physical and 
emotional environment that motivates children, is varied, flexible and responsive and engages 
children in learning and contributes in some way to the overall life of the early childhood 
centre. 
 
Professional Role/Relationships 
Support colleagues by co-operation and collaboration, demonstrate effective communication 
and model interactions, maintain accurate records that track children and permit efficient and 
effective reporting, act ethically and professionally at all times, identify needs and continue 
professional development and meet professional roles and responsibilities. 
 
The case study was carried out within third/final year courses in the following papers: 
 

Code Name 
297361 Programme Planning, Assessment and Evaluation – Montessori 
297731 Professional Inquiry and Practice (ECE)  
297331 Professional Inquiry and Practice 3 (Primary) 
297333 Introduction to Research 
297342 Montessori Programme Planning 
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297353 Curriculum 5 
297340 Montessori Philosophy and Curriculum 

 
The table below provides the initial curriculum design of the teaching team. We did not 
develop a single integrated activity across all our papers but instead adopted the model where 
the application was used discretely in each paper. Our intention was for selected assessment 
items to be mandatory but due to difficulties with the technology some of these became 
optional. 
 

COURSES: e-Portfolio contribution  Formative Items: Summative Items: 

Professional Inquiry and 
Practice III (Primary)  
(297331/P1)  
Montessori only  
Semesters  1 and 2  

1. Theory to practice connection 
2.  Demonstrates 

professional/personal development 
3. CV Development 
4. Possible prototype for NZTC 

evidence-based registration 
requirements 

Goals including evaluation 
 
3 x lesson 
plans/reflections 
 
3 x weekly reflections 

Philosophy (speciality)   
 
 
Philosophy (personal 
BT) 
 

Professional Practice 
and Inquiry III (ECE) 
297331/01 Semesters 1 
and 2 

As above 2-3 exemplars of 
reflective models   

Introduction to 
Research 297333/04  
Semester 1 and 2 

1. Demonstrate students as critical 
consumers of resource 

2. Demonstrate students 
understanding of role of research 
in teaching practice and 
development 

Related to assessment 1 - 
reflection on teachers as 
critical consumers of 
research  

Part of assessment 2 - 
reflection on role/value 
of research for their 
own teaching practice  

Montessori Programme 
Planning  297342/01  
(Sem 1) 

Assessment 1part B 
Assessment 2 programme planning 
during practicum 

Lesson plans 
 
Proposed lesson plans 

Final Plan  

Montessori Philosophy 
and Curriculum 
297340/04 (Sem 1  ECE 
+Primary) and sem 2 
297340/05 

Assessment 1 
a) Intro essay on founder and 

philosopher 
b) Teaching portfolio group project  

Lesson plans Philosophy (specialty) 

Curriculum  5 
297353/05 Semester 1 

Assignment 2  
Philosophy of teaching approach 

2-3 exemplars of 
reflective models   

Programme Planning 
Assessment and 
Evaluation 297361/P1 
Semester 1 

How does the availability of a social 
space contribute to and facilitate the 
development of student's 
collaborative/reflective approach to 
assessment construction?  

Fortnightly submissions 
that 'build' into one of the 
summative assessments 
for the course 

Establishing a 
Montessori 'unit' in a 
State school - 
Achievement-based 
summative project of 
five discreet but 
integrated tasks 

 
1.3 Participants 
 
Eighty-six students participated in this project and most of them were female. This included a 
significant number of mature students who were caring for children or working full-time 
while studying part-time.  The student body also presented a wide ethnic diversity, including 
some Māori and Pasifika students, a large number of recent migrant students, but few 
international fee paying students.  
 
In semester 1, 5 teaching staff participated in the project. 
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2 Implementation 
 
2.1 Implementation Issues 
It was essential that the project and the teaching team received organisational support e.g. 
AUT enrolment systems, and staff development with a Flexible Learning Advisor. 
Embedding the ePortfolio into AUTOnline and its support systems also provided valuable 
additional support as we were able to develop an E-portfolio Organisational space for students 
and staff and start to use this to support the project.  We recommend this kind of supporting 
infrastructure as essential. 
 
Keeping up the momentum was difficult, especially continuing face-to-face meetings for 
planning, debriefing and reflection as the semester’s other demands increased. 
Communication to rest of School and colleagues about the aims, benefits etc of the project 
and also to students was a priority. This required the team to be clear about the rationale for 
the project and how it was going to benefit learning and this is essential for the introduction of 
a new technology.   
 
Organising the student training to ensure suitable times for students was problematic. We had 
to have 10 training sessions for approximately 86 students.  We also needed multiple 
strategies for training due to different levels of ability and confidence. We recommend that 
student training receives careful consideration, especially coping with multiple levels of 
ability.  
 
Any technical issues within the system were demoralising for students. This was the case for 
those that were uncertain about the value of the technology, but also for the more interested 
students who were keen to see what they could do.  
 
The main consequence of these technical issues was that significant amounts of time were 
needed to develop competence and confidence for both staff and students. We were lucky to 
have good support from a Flexible Learning Adviser who was able to establish “easy” ways 
of using the platform and to “translate” the project documentation into Guides for us and our 
students.  
 
A ‘Techblog’ was used by the Flexible Learning Adviser to document technical issues and the 
Project Manager was able to use the Comments function to give detailed feedback which was 
then relayed to the team where appropriate. This was very useful for supporting staff and 
students who ran into difficulties and also as a way of detailing suggested improvements. 
 
Students quickly understood the conceptual basis of the application but it took a much longer 
time from them to be able to use the application proficiently.  While the project was initially 
received with interest from students, it took some time for teachers to get student buy-in. This 
became more difficult as bugs etc occurred. Currently, there is uncertainty about access after 
graduation. For our students, use to date has involved a lot of time and energy for a 
(currently) uncertain return on investment. In order to achieve student support for the future, 
the application must be available for at least the next two years i.e. until our students have 
completed their teachers’ registration requirements.   
 
Students were anxious about the connection of the e-portfolio to assessment and due to 
technology issues, some activities were made optional. Currently, students have learning 
technology expectations based on their experiences with AUTOnline, which is much easier to 
use. 
 
In addition to system availability and stability the continued use also requires support from 
teaching and learning leaders, academics and resources.  
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2.2 Documentation 
The documentation was complete, but we had to rewrite if for students – it was too technical 
for staff and students. We produced two Guides on the platform generally and a further Guide 
for using media.   
 
The Mahara documentation told us what the system could do, but the way in which the 
technology could support learning was not always clear.  Some basic information on possible 
uses would be helpful. 
 
3  Technical 
 
3.1 Technical Support 
Levels of technical support provided by AUT was excellent in every respect – from 
embedding the e-portfolio within AUTOnline, uploading student information from ARION 
through to supporting teachers and staff. This kind of support is essential for such projects to 
succeed. 
 
3.2 Reporting 
There was no documentation on reporting tools, therefore we are not aware of the reporting 
tools. 
 
3.3 Site Configuration 
n/a 
 
4  Tutor Feedback 
The data for this section came from the 5 teachers who used ePortfolios during semester one 
and from one Flexible Learning Advisor (who answered the questions she felt were relevant 
to her involvement).  The case study evaluation questions were placed in blogs on the Mahara 
system and teachers were able to add as many comments are they desired over a two month 
period.   
  
4.1 Teaching with the ePortfolio 
 
Teachers involved in this case study thought that use of MyPortfolio would extend students 
ICT skills while providing storage and easy access to exemplars of students’ work and 
support learning in ways that were different from the classroom:  
  

 MyPortfolio provides the potential to create a social constructivist learning 
environment which enables sharing of work for comment, feedback and critique.  
 
This social aspect enables students to receive affirmations and new ideas but also 
challenges them and thus provides new methods of knowledge construction for 
individuals.   
 
The blogs provide students with the time to read think and write which might help the 
students to deepen their ideas.   
 
It [Mahara]  enables them to store artefacts which provide the opportunity to look 
back over a number of years and see evidence of their progress.  
 
It also provides opportunities for encouragement of deeper thinking and 
understanding when students communicate via a text-based medium.  
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It enables the teacher to get to know the students in a less formal and more relaxed 
context which is not possible in three hour class teaching sessions once a week. 
 

For various reasons the teachers, like the students, found the software difficult to use. It took 
them quite a lot of time to become familiar with the application.  Limitations, separate from 
the application, include that students see it as ‘coming to yet another class’ and thus an 
increase in their time obligation to the course. Also students who do not have a computer at 
home are disadvantaged due to convenience, access and time. 
Teachers thought the time needed to learn and use the software adds immense pressure to an 
already busy student workload.  Students who are not ICT savvy are disadvantaged.  Text is 
also very mono-dimensional which does not lend itself well to the expression of physical and 
emotional content. 
 
Teachers provided their perspectives of  what factors influenced students’ use of Mahara. 
Students did not think the software was user friendly and viewed it as additional to their 
current workloads.  Student participation was tied to assessment and if the use of ePortfolio 
was assessed they were more willing to participate.  In the future, teachers thought that if 
students were not required to use an e-portfolio for assessment purposes, then its use would  
depend on students’ perceptions of its value and this would  be coloured by is relatively new 
status, ease of use and students conceptions of technology. 
 
5 Continued Use of Mahara 
 
5.1 System Quality 
Overall how would you rate the quality of the ePortfolio system Mahara 

1 = poor  3 = satisfactory 5 = excellent 
 
2 -  We think this has great potential but at the moment it is not user friendly. 

 
5.2 Intention of Continued Use 
Reasons why you organisation intends/does not intend on continuing to use the Mahara 
ePortfolio system. 
 

We wish to continue with the following provisos: 
o It becomes more user friendly 
o A wider range of templates are made available 
o Access available after graduation 
o Continued institutional support from Flexible Learning Advisors and 

AUTOnline support staff 
 
If your institution does plan to continue use, comment on whether it will continue to make use 
of the myporfolio.ac.nz URL 
 
To be decided – it might work better if institutions could house it on their own servers. If 
AUT had an in-house instance of Mahara, it might lead to better control dependant on 
institutional needs. 
 
6  Success of Pilot  

 
6.1 Staff Response 
 
How would you rate the response of staff to the pilot initiative? 
1 = very negative, 3 = Neither Positive or Negative 5 = very positive 
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5 – The team was committed, gave the project significant amounts of their time and energy 
and advocated for it with their students, even when there were technical issues. The team is 
still committed but would like to see improvements as soon as possible. 
 
6.2 Overall Success 
How would you rate the success of the pilot initiative? 
1 = Unsuccessful, 3 = Satisfactory 5 = Highly successful 
 
4 – The collaborative approach has been a key facet of this project at AUT and it has been a 
great learning experience for all involved. A team approach enabled us to exchange different 
ideas and perspectives about the technology and its use within the programme and to build 
our understanding collaboratively through regular discussion and interaction. We were also 
able to present differing perspectives to students within our papers, but a united front on the 
introduction of e-portfolios and issues like “why are we doing this?”. In this way, as a team, 
we were able to overcome the problem that many innovations have of a “lone ranger” 
operating on her own. We would recommend that collaborative approaches be used with the 
introduction of ePortfolio technology in future. 
 
7  Additional Comments  
This project team has carried out an extensive implementation of Mahara where it was used in 
seven papers, to support a variety of contexts and activities with 86 third year students. In 
addition, members of the project team have also attempted to use the Mahara platform to 
support this evaluative exercise.  
 
Recommendations have been identified in the text above in bold/italics.  
 
In this evaluation we have been specific and critical about aspects of the ePortfolio that have 
not worked for us. However we wish these to be interpreted in the spirit of improvement. We 
believe in the huge potential of this tool/approach, especially the social networking and 
blogging facilities, and we would like to see sufficient investment for this to become more 
practicable and widely available. We have been unable to assess the full learning potential of 
ePortfolios because of the development issues with the software, however, our intention is to 
continue using it in Semester 2 and  in the future with a greater focus on its pedagogical  
possibilities for supporting learning and development. 
 
An important distinguishing character of this case study is the scale of the implementation 
which is strongly reflected in our findings. Had Mahara been trialled with five to eight 
students, they could have been very strongly supported and there may have been fewer 
technology issues than we experienced with such a large test group. Some of the issues which 
emerged did so only because it was trialled with such a large group. With a smaller number of 
students the problems would have remained hidden for example finding fellow students from 
among the large number of similar preferred names.   The real value of this implementation 
lies in unearthing many user issues and potential problems, which when addressed, will result 
in a much more user friendly and functional system. 
 
We have found the Project Manager to be extremely responsive and supportive which has 
been essential while trialling this preliminary version of the software.  We believe that the 
Project Manager and her team will achieve a highly educational and valuable piece of 
software once the issues mentioned in this case study are resolved.  
 


