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eCDF ePortfolio System Implementation Case Study 
Massey University 

 
 
 
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 
 
This case study details the story of Mahara’s use in the Graduate Diploma of Teaching 
(Primary) programme, a one-year qualification from the College of Education at Massey 
University.  
 
Massey University has a student population of approximately 68,000 students located over 
four campuses: Auckland, Palmerston North, Wellington and extra-mural. The Mahara trial 
occurred at the College of Education, Palmerston North campus.  
 
In order to properly understand the decisions made regarding this particular Mahara pilot 
and its results thus far, it is worth briefly describing the background context against which it 
has taken place.  
 
For 2006, pre-Mahara, a decision was made to implement an ePortfolio assessment tool 
(iWebfolio) across almost the entire programme of the Graduate Diploma of Teaching 
(Primary). This was a compulsory requirement of the course. However, due to a number of 
practical problems (software, technical support and course over-loading) it became a 
stress-inducing experience that discouraged effective use of the eportfolio as a true 
vehicle for growth. 
 
Despite this experience it was believed at management level that ePortfolios in principle 
were an excellent concept if used well. Because of this experience, crucial decisions were 
made concerning the implementation of Mahara.  
 
It was decided to use Mahara only alongside Teacher Education (TE), an umbrella course 
seeking to integrate the students’ learning experiences, rather than be tagged to a 
particular curriculum area. Effectively, however this meant a programme implementation 
as asked for in the case study specifications as the course reflects on all aspects of the 
programme. It would operate on a voluntary basis only as a formative, non-assessed tool 
for personal reflection and growth. These decisions were a direct result of the previous 
year’s experiences. Students would determine the contents of their ePortfolios, being 
given guidelines for three reflection pieces only, and only the staff member coordinating 
TE would provide feedback, which would have a personalised rather than academic focus.  
 
1.2 Programme or Purpose Description 
  
The Programme chosen was the Graduate Diploma of Teaching (Primary), a one-year 
training programme for students already holding a degree in another discipline. 
 
NZQA Level: 7 
 
Graduate profile:  
Professional attributes 

• the ability to teach in a range of contexts and learning environments; 
• knowledge of legal, ethical and political issues impacting upon education; 



 3

• the ability to plan, teach and assess a learning programme which takes account of 
relevant curriculum knowledge, skills, attitudes and values within a primary and 
intermediate school environment; 

• the ability to plan and implement an Individual Educational Programme to meet the 
learning needs of individual children; 

• knowledge of accountability  requirements through developing and utilising 
systems of assessment which include reporting information to parents; 

• the ability to facilitate and encourage learning and thinking in others; 
• knowledge of theories, concepts and principles which underpin how children learn 

and develop; 
• the ability to create and maintain a safe, positive, stimulating and resource-rich 

learning environment; 
• an understanding of the social, cultural, historical and political influences on 

education; 
• the ability to provide a bicultural and multicultural environment for learning and 

teaching.  
 
Personal attributes 

• to be of good character; 
• the ability to think critically, creatively and analytically about the learning and 

teaching process and be able to improve subsequent actions if this is warranted; 
• the capacity to use higher level cognitive skills; 
• the willingness to continually develop their personal and professional knowledge 

base; 
• the ability to access, select and utilise information in a variety of contexts; 
• organisation and management skills; 
• the ability to make reasoned, independent and well-informed judgments; 
• the ability to fulfil the obligations of the Treaty of Waitangi.  

 
Interactive attributes 

• oral and written communication skills when working with children and adults at 
different levels of the educational system; 

• collaborative skills; 
• the ability to negotiate and solve conflicts within the school environment; 
• the ability to analyse, explore and respect and wide range of divergent views; 
• the ability to relate to children and adults from diverse social and cultural 

backgrounds; 
• the willingness to receive and judiciously act on the advice and suggestions of 

professional colleagues. 

Formative assessment is linked to the base school. Students visit their base school at 
various times throughout the year. One aspect developed this year, is goal setting in 
association with their mentor teacher. Goals have traditionally been identified but not 
tightly woven into their teaching experiences. The potential here to, on the part of the 
student, demonstrate reflection and, on the part of the TE coordinator, to provide feed-
back to feed forward through the e-Portfolio is significant. 
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Summative assessment is aligned to teaching experience. School reports are generated 
by both the associate teacher and the college appraiser where a pass/fail point is 
identified.  College appraisers generally write the report as they observe and then share 
with the student and associate. 
 
1.3 Participants 
 
Two teaching staff were involved initially. There was a changeover towards the beginning 
of the semester which involved a certain amount of handover, before it became the sole 
responsibility of one of them. Of the twenty-two students in the programme, all studying 
full-time, ten indicated a willingness to volunteer as participants.  
 
2  Implementation 
 
2.1 Implementation issues 
 
The initial staff member involved was the programme coordinator as she was the main 
person still positive about the concept of ePortfolios in the wake of the 2006 experience. 
When she was unable to continue a staff member not part of the 2006 pilot took over. As a 
result it has taken time for him to come up to speed with the rationale, pedagogical 
possibilities etc. At the time of writing the project was only just beginning to gather 
momentum again with plans being made to better use Mahara for upcoming student 
reflections.  
 
Also, because of the above, and the vacancy of the elearning facilitation role from 
January-May 2007, all levels of student, organisational and technical support have been, 
in general, lacking for the period of the case study. This person in particular, it was hoped, 
would have provided this. More tellingly, none of the students who volunteered have 
received their username and password from the TE coordinator yet though they have been 
generated, so there has been no activity in Mahara from them in this case study so far. 
Lines of communication, and administration of Mahara at the chalk face has not occurred.  
 
2.2 Documentation 
 
The staff members who have been involved with the Mahara pilot have found the 
Implementation Guidelines useful for themselves, especially the decision to maintain this 
online on the Mahara site and the step-by-step illustrated approach which was easy to 
follow.  
 
3  Technical 
 
3.1 Technical support 
 
In the absence of in-house support from an elearning facilitator staff have tended to refer 
their technical questions to the Mahara project manager who has been very prompt in 
replying. The lag regarding student entry to Mahara has occurred at the institutional end. 
In future it is hoped that the replacement elearning facilitator will assist with overall 
support.  
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3.2 Reporting  
No specific comments or requests were made on this.  
 
3.3 Site Configuration  
N/A.  
 
4  Tutor Feedback 
 
4.1 Teaching with ePortfolio 
While little can be said in this section at present there is a definite commitment on the part 
of the institution, management, staff and students concerned, to the ePortfolio concept in 
principle that is gathering momentum. Previous experience suggests it works best largely 
as a formative tool embedded within the programme design and structure, that is, factored 
inside the students’ 1.3 workload, and where significant ongoing support is offered, 
particularly on a technical level, to all involved.  
 
There is one request as regards a desired feature. The 2006 ePortfolio software Massey 
used would not talk to Word which was frustrating for students writing up reflections offline, 
then trying to copy and paste them into the system. All formatting was lost. Staff would 
therefore like to see a cut and paste capacity from Word to the Mahara ePortfolio.  
 
4.2 Student learning experience 
Despite the lack to date of access, the students who volunteered are still interested in 
participating as they can see distinct benefits for themselves. Three were specifically 
mentioned: ease of accessibility to documents if the student is applying for work overseas, 
let alone in NZ; a chance to remove ‘double handling’ of Word processed assignments; 
and a removing of the risk of their loss altogether if computer accessibility changes or files 
are damaged. One student warned, however, that the lack of effective administration to 
this point may have meant the concept this time around has missed the boat. Students’ 
workloads are increasing as the semester goes on so there is less time now to familiarise 
themselves with a new system.  
 
5  Continued use of Mahara 
 
5.1 System Quality 
As regards the quality of the system, after the previous experience staff, are impressed 
with the simplicity and flexibility of Mahara.  
 
5.2 Intention of Continued Use 
A commitment has been made at management and strategy level to seriously consider the 
role of ePortfolios as a compulsory and integral part of a four year Bachelors programme 
currently under development. Exactly what part they might play in assessment structures 
is yet to be finally approved but there is interest in Mahara as a platform if a guarantee of 
its sustainability in the medium to long-term can be given. This interest exists extraneous 
to the current case study.  
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6  Success of pilot 
 
Given the various factors described above this has yet to be determined. So far a lack of 
decisive administration, clear linkages between classroom and mentoring activity and 
eportfolio work, informed ownership of the project, and on-site technical support (ie a 
helpdesk and troubleshooter) are hindering success. Good will has not been lost however 
so there is still time to make use of Mahara within the selected course though it will have to 
happen beyond the time bounds of this particular case study.    
 
7  Additional Comments  
 
A perceived strength of ePortfolios within a teacher education programme is their ability to 
place more ownership of growth in the hands of the student. In particular, this offers more 
opportunity for the highlighting of strengths, as currently it is more common to try to identify 
points for improvement. It also offers potential for the documenting of a broader range of 
attributes than simply meeting learning outcomes, the opportunity for staff to provide 
exemplars and greater personal and professional role-modelling, and more experience to 
the student in skills like collaboration that are so vital to the working teacher’s life.  
 
It was noted, however, that such an implementation would require a philosophical shift 
firstly in the mind of the lecturer who would need to be more willing to be more vulnerable 
in modelling the role of a reflective practitioner, and secondly in the mind of the student 
who would need to be less competitive and grade-oriented in their approach to their study 
and more able to truly value reflective practice and the learning experience per se.  
 
Setting the scene for such a philosophical and cultural shift is still the challenge facing a 
successful implementation of ePortfolios. Whether ePortfolios are optional or compulsory, 
effective support (particularly technical), follow-up, administration, course and programme 
design, and the harnessing of knowledgeable and committed people at all levels are 
essential ingredients. Initial ‘failure’ needs to be seen as the opportunity for future wise 
development rather than a reason to abandon the concept.  
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