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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.  
 



 ‘Kei te pū te wana, nō te tangata te tahō.’1 

Abstract 
 
Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa Māori and Administration Studies (MAS) Department 
participated in the eCDF ePortfolio Project from February to June 2007. My 
Portfolio is powered by Mahara, and is described as a ‘fully featured open source 
electronic portfolio, weblog, résumé builder and social networking system, connecting 
users and creating online communities’ 
 
Mahara is a web based software application designed to enable users to create e-
portfolios for both personal and professional learning and development. My 
Portfolio therefore provided our users with the tools to create a personal learning and 
development environment. 

Case Study Overview 

1.1 Organisational Details 
 
The organisation involved in this Case Study is Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa, a tertiary 
education provider situated in Ōtaki with satellite delivery sites in various locations 
around Aotearoa (the North Island). 
 
The context in which Mahara was implemented within our organisation was as an aid 
for students to achieve specific learning outcomes within their specialist study area. 
The objective was for students to successfully complete these outcomes for the year 
of study in which they were enrolled. 

1.2 Programme Description 
All participants in this case study are enrolled in the Bachelor of Māori and 
Administration Studies (MAS) Year 2 or Year 3 programme. All papers within this 
degree are NZQA approved. These papers were last reviewed and approved in 2002 
and the department NZQA audited in 2005. 
 
Graduates of the three-year Bachelor of Mäori and Administration programme will be 
equipped with the following skills: 

1. An ability to administer effectively in order to provide optimum asset 
management; 

2. An ability to operate as an administrator in a bi-lingual and culturally 
diverse environment; 

3. Have enhanced employment possibilities; 
4. Have enhanced personal growth; and 
5. Have the ability to introduce administrative skills to whänau in order to 

protect and develop assets.  
 
The subject areas for this Mahara study involved the first two papers delivered for 
both Year 2 and Year 3 students and are as follows: 
 
Year 2 
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• ADM 2/1 - Māori Corporate Enterprise and  
• ADM 2/8 - Decision Making & Problem Solving 
 
Year 3 
• ADM 3/3 - Computer Studies & Information Systems and  
• ADM 3/9 - Macroeconomics & a Detailed Analysis of Microeconomics 

The following paragraphs describe the typical formative and summative assessment 
tasks across the Mäori and Administration Studies courses. 
 
Te Wänanga-o-Raukawa is a tikanga Mäori institution, therefore our view is that it is 
not appropriate to criticise our elders. Students are however encouraged to participate 
in student / teacher formative assessment tasks to enhance, recognise, and respond to 
the learning. These assessments include post residential reports completed by all 
tutors, and mihimihi or acknowledgement sessions between teachers and students that 
allow them to reflect on their experience. With Moodle, our students can also provide 
feedback to tutors via forum discussion and we encourage our students to actively 
participate. To add to this, Te Wänanga-o-Raukawa has formulated a Retention and 
Completion plan, the purpose of which is self-explanatory. Our reaction to these 
assessments is to refine or reformat our teaching process with the intention of 
promoting student attainment. 
 
The summative assessments begin initially with the return of assignments which are 
due for marking three weeks following the residential seminars. Then follows the 
department Returns to the Academic Office which is a formal reporting structure. The 
Moodle eLearning environment also allows tutors to summarise the development of 
our Year Two and Three students at any particular time. 
 
The purpose of the ‘Te Wänanga-o-Raukawa Administration and Management 
Degree Experience Questionnaire’ is to collect student’s perceptions of their degree 
courses at Te Wänanga-o-Raukawa. The information gained from this is analysed and 
weaknesses identified to build on our formative assessments and aid to retentions. 

There are a number of reasons ePortfolio was selected. The MAS Department within 
Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa is actively committed to using e-learning technologies. 
These currently include deliveries via Video Conference technology and the 
implementation of a learning management system named ‘Moodle’ that can be 
described as an active learning environment. It was envisaged that Mahara could be 
integrated as a reflective learning tool to complement those technologies already in 
place. 
  
1.3 Participants 
In total there were 58 participants involved in this case study. All students involved 
were studying fulltime. This was made up of the following groups: 
 

• Year Two Students – 40 
• Year Three Students – 12 
• Teaching Staff – 6 
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Prior to implementation of the Case Study, the decision was made to exclude first 
year diploma students. The rationale for this is that many students enrolling in their 
first year of studies at Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa are not computer literate and 
furthermore, most are adult or ‘second chance’ learners. Although computer training 
is compulsory for all first year students it was envisaged that the workload may be too 
great for these students, especially given that the study would begin before this 
training had commenced. 
 
In contrast, Second and Third Year students would be familiar with the Wānanga 
study environment and it was agreed that the Case Study would have less impact on 
their ability to complete the learning outcomes required. 
 
All teaching staff involved in the study are academic members of the Māori and 
Administration Studies Department. 

Implementation 

2.1 Implementation Issues 
It was expected that we would encounter organisational, technology, student and staff 
related challenges during the implementation of Mahara. A summary of these issues is 
included below. 
 
In terms of required policy changes, the implementation of Mahara sat comfortably 
within the framework of our Guiding Kaupapa (Principles) and as such, no changes 
were required in the implementation stage for this Case Study. The software however 
may need to be revisited if the decision is made to continue to use the Mahara system. 
This would ensure that Mahara is structured from the ground up and tested against our 
kaupapa to sit appropriately within our framework. 
 
There were issues in providing technical, student or tutor support. From a project 
coordinator perspective, technical support was reliant upon email and telephone 
conversations to deal with issues that arose. Although most issues were resolved 
within 2-3 days, this was not an ideal situation. Technical issues need to be resolved 
as quickly as possible to ensure the continued functionality and availability of this 
tool. If Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa adopted the software, the control would pass over to 
an onsite system administrator who would have the ability to deal with these issues 
promptly. 
 
All deliveries for MAS are conducted off campus in residential seminars at one of our 
satellite locations. Due to the remoteness of these locations it is not practicable to 
travel to these sites to overcome any technical or support issues. For the duration of 
this study, most of the above issues have been solved via telephone although a few 
users have used the Mahara feedback post to request help. Ideally the support system 
would be integrated into our current I.T. support helpdesk. 
 
Tutor support was reliant upon the time and availability of the individual tutor, and 
their knowledge of the Mahara software. Although one days training was carried out 
with tutors to become familiar with the software, this was not sufficient for tutors to 



 5

be able to provide adequate support. I would recommend a minimum two full days 
training for all users to become more conversant with this software. 
 
The Mahara software was successfully integrated into our curriculum however the 
timing of the integration caused problems with student training and implementation. 
Training had to coincide with scheduled residential seminars for which the timings 
and content had been pre-allocated, however no allowance had been made for 
additional training. Consequently, training time was allocated from the existing 
scheduled delivery and as a result was rushed and not as comprehensive as it should 
have been. 
 
Both tutor and student participation was good to satisfactory with positive feedback 
from the training sessions. Student use of Mahara varied, with one student creating 
five views containing artefacts, and others content to create one. While accurate 
reporting on individual use is not possible without access to administrator privileges, 
the following results from our users were recorded: 
• Of the 21 registered Year Two Kawerau students, 18 created at least two views 

with the other 3 being unavailable for training. 
• Of the 19 registered Year Two Kereru students, 5 created at least one view with 

the other 14 being unavailable for training. 
• Of the 12 registered Year Three students, 8 created at least one view, and 4 

created two views with 4 being unavailable for training. 
• Of the 6 teaching staff, 5 created at least two views. 
• Of the total 58 registered users, 36 created at least one view, and 27 created two 

views with 21 being unavailable for training. 
 
The participants in this case study showed varying degrees of technical proficiency. 
All students had at least 12 months experience researching assignments and 
completing these using Microsoft Office applications. This also included the use of 
email applications, however the similarities ended there. 
 
With regard to internet use and familiarity, some users were extremely conversant 
with the technology whilst others had little or no experience. This variance was 
illustrated during the Mahara training sessions where those with little internet 
experience were less confident and therefore less inclined to use and explore Mahara.  
 
Through monitoring some individual users, the profiles of those who were less 
proficient had not changed since the initial training. This indicates the need for more 
comprehensive training and familiarisation that should include helpdesk support and 
further individual training where required. 
 
In general Mahara was functionally stable, however some issues occurred after initial 
release and this was to be expected. It is noted however that all problems were 
resolved after reporting to the System Administrator. 
 
From the outset, Mahara has been a work in progress. The site development has been 
constant since its release to our users and this shows the potential of Mahara. While 
the site is functional and generally user friendly, there are areas that can be improved. 
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During the period of the Case Study, hosting and server arrangements have been 
managed by the ePortfolio Project Team. There have been no issues with hosting. If 
Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa decides to continue with the Mahara software, we have the 
capacity and expertise to host, implement and manage the service. 
 
With regard to system availability, apart from minor delays in service due to system 
changes and updates, the system has been consistent and reliable. 

2.2 Documentation 
There is ample documentation to support students and staff within Mahara. The Staff 
User Guide proved beneficial as a support to the initial staff training and also later as 
the Student User Guide was added to support students online. The use of screen 
captures added a further level of convenience for users. With the addition of the View 
Creation and Quick User Guides, student feedback has been positive. 
 
The Implementation Guidelines was an extremely useful document in that it clearly 
illustrated the requirements for students, tutors, and administrators as well as the 
necessary technical requirements. We see this document as integral to our own 
supporting documentation should Te Wänanga-o-Raukawa proceed to implementation 
of the software. 
 
One drawback is the .pdf format used for this documentation. Once downloaded, the 
user needs to scroll through the document to find the area of help required and this 
takes time. These are also slow to load for those students with dialup access, as is the 
situation with the majority of our users. 
 
To overcome this, a ‘Help’ section could be created in the main menu built in HTML 
with hyperlinks to specific help areas. This would speed up access and provide a 
direct link to the section required without having to fully load a separate document. 
As the Help documentation is mainly text, HTML hyperlinked coding also has the 
benefit of speeding up access for those users on dialup. 

Technical 

3.1 Technical Support 
The level of technical support provided within Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa was 
sufficient, however this was limited to some degree as the Project Coordinator did not 
have access to administrator privileges and was therefore reliant upon the ePortfolio 
Project Team system administrator for higher levels of support.   If Te Wānanga-o-
Raukawa adopts the Mahara system, full support would be provided onsite. Training 
and familiarisation would also be required for a site administrator to provide service 
at this level. 

3.2 Reporting 
Reporting tools available within Mahara at Project Coordinator level were minimal. 
The only tool available was the Activity Record that generated either an activity log 
or email from users within specific communities. 
 
Being familiar with Moodle, this is the type of reporting facility that is required as it 
is comprehensive and configurable. If Mahara were successfully integrated into 
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Moodle, the expectation would be that this reporting structure would become 
available. 

3.3 Site Configuration 
N/A 

Tutor Feedback 

4.1 Teaching With ePortfolio 
MAS tutors were asked to provide information on specific areas of Mahara. The 
results of their feedback are as follows. 
 
There were some aspects of Mahara that tutors perceived as being of benefit within 
their teaching. Being web based was very beneficial in enabling tutors to access 
Mahara anytime and anywhere. This was important as our tutors generally deliver off 
campus at marae or other remote locations; therefore with access to a telephone line 
Mahara was available. This was also valuable in that all Mahara students training took 
place in these locations. 
 
Mahara was seen as an additional teaching tool and aid compatible with other 
Learning Management Systems such as ‘Moodle’ that we could add to our kete.  
 
Tutors commented on the benefits of additional communication between themselves 
and students.  Being able to upload and share resources between student and teacher 
was a further benefit. 
 
Our tutors also saw value in the ability to upload student reports, as well as being able 
to provide download links relating to student learning outcomes. 
 
Some of the aspects of Mahara that tutors perceived as being a disadvantage within 
their teaching were as follows. The tutor needs a clear understanding of the purpose of 
this tool to use it effectively.  Tutors found that without this understanding the 
teaching would be ineffective. There was an issue with the length of time it took in 
getting to the information required. This issue was related to navigation and site 
configuration and comments where it took too long to get there. 
Tutors commented on the main factors affecting their use of the ePortfolio system. 
They found they were unable to monitor student progress and relied upon current 
systems to gain this information. They also commented that the time to access 
information within Mahara was a laborious task they had not adequately budgeted this 
time into their current workload. 
 
The site would also benefit from a cosmetic facelift to portray the kaupapa of Te 
Wānanga-o-Raukawa as a tikanga Māori institution. 

4.2 Student Learning Experience 
There are many aspects of Mahara that our tutors saw as being of benefit and value to 
our students learning experience. The focus of MAS is to enable our students to fulfil 
all learning outcomes required to successfully complete their studies. 
 



 8

With this in mind, the views created within our communities were based on the first 
two residential seminars for the year. These views contained not only requirements 
from the student prospectus, but also additional information relating directly to the 
paper studied. This information included downloadable files as well as hyperlinks to 
web information relating to the paper. This can only occur in an electronic 
environment. 
 
Students were able to upload completed assignments for assessment by their tutors, as 
well as draft papers for tutors to provide advice and comments. These papers were 
also available to other students within the same groups as a discussion topic and a 
guide towards completion. 
 
Students were given access to their own community specific to the year of study and 
these were used as a social networking system to discuss kaupapa and share ideas 
related to their specialist subjects. 
 
Users were able to view and create weblogs, and participate in threaded discussions 
relating to their specialist or overall kaupapa. 
 
Those with little or no internet experience had the ability to become more familiar 
with this technology. This was beneficial in allowing students to extend their research 
skills as well as becoming more comfortable with the integration of e-technologies as 
an addition to their learning environment. 
 
Students are able to place work in views and also share this between their peers in a 
reflective manner.  This is a good way to communicate, place assignments on for 
tutors to download, and illustrates the site’s accessibility. 
 
There were aspects of Mahara that tutors perceived as being a disadvantage within the 
students learning experience. As was the case with the tutor’s comments, there were 
issues for students relating to training and site navigation. It was agreed that the 
training time was insufficient for students to become fully conversant with Mahara 
and as a result the tool was not used to its full potential. 
 
One of the main factors that tutors believe affected student use of the ePortfolio 
system was that the majority of our students have a dialup connection and as a 
consequence, users reported being frustrated by delays waiting for pages to load. 
 
There were also comments that the process to upload information into Mahara was 
not user friendly as there were too many steps involved. It is acknowledged however 
that work has continued onsite to make this process easier with the addition of new 
user guide documentation. 

Continued Use of Mahara 

5.1 System Quality 
Overall, the quality of the Mahara ePortfolio system has been very good and in many 
areas, it has been an excellent addition to our existing eLearning technologies. The 
Case Study has shown Mahara to be a reliable platform and ongoing development 
proves its potential. 
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5.2 Intention of Continued Use 
Te Wānanga-o-Raukawa is committed to the use of eLearning technologies and has 
been traditionally quick to adopt these technologies that support our kaupapa. 
However, before committing to these technologies, a decision making process is 
applied. 
 
Our intention throughout this trial has been to test the potential of Mahara as a tool 
that will enable our students to successfully complete their studies. There is potential 
for Mahara to be a valuable asset to help our students to achieve these goals. Mahara 
requires development to suit our individual requirements and the indications from the 
Case Study are that Mahara is a quality tool that will complement our learning style. 
 
At this point, Mahara stands alone as a separate eLearning tool, with or without its 
advantages. Our students and tutors are already familiar with the capabilities of the 
‘Moodle’ learning management system. We see the integration of Mahara into 
‘Moodle’ as a key factor in our decision to continue to use this system. The reason for  
this is that training would be required for more than one system and the focus for our 
students is not on eTechnology but on completing their studies. 

Success of Pilot 

6.1 Staff Response 
Staff response has been open and positive towards the Mahara software. After the 
initial training was conducted in February and tutors became familiar with the 
software, there was positive discussion concerning the potential of this technology.  
 
The benefits of additional communication between student and tutor and the ability to 
upload and share resources between themselves were valuable. Our tutors see Mahara 
as being complementary to our tikanga Māori learning environment, in particular with 
the level of student / tutor interaction available within this software.   It contributes 
significantly to pükengatanga (skill base) and whanaungatanga (shared purpose).  

6.2 Overall Success 
The Mahara ePortfolio Case Study has been very successful for Te Wānanga-o-
Raukawa. Both students and tutors have been open and willing to adopt this system. 
In particular the students responded well to the introduction of this technology in our 
learning environment.   With the introduction of our current e-Technologies, we had 
seen that our students and tutors were quick to adapt and to use these tools. This has 
also been the experience with Mahara. 
 
As has been stated, we see potential in this tool to complement and enhance our 
learning environment and to support the statement; ‘Kia rangatira te tü a Te 
Wānanga-o-Raukawa hei whare ako, whakatupu hoki i te Mātauranga’, to maintain 
and create knowledge, and disseminate knowledge through teaching and research. 

7.0 Concluding Comments 
The Mäori scholar and statesman, Sir Äpirana Ngata wrote the following in a young 
girls autograph book: 
 
 



 10

E tipu e rea ki ngä rä o tö ao 
Tö ringa ki te räkau a te Päkehä 
Hei ara mö tö tinana 
Tö ngäkau ki ngä taonga o ö tïpuna Mäori 
Hei tikitiki mö tö mähuna 
Tö wairua ki te atua 
Näna nei ngä mea katoa 
 
Learn and grow in these times of your world 
Turn your hand to the tools and technologies of the later settler 
As a way to advance yourself 
Seek out the treasures of your ancestors 
As a topknot for your head 
Dedicate your spirit to the lord 
The creator of all things 
 
Of particular note to us is the invocation to turn our hand to the tools and technologies 
of the later settler, in our case the continued development of eLearning opportunities.   
Mahara has been an opportunity to build on our developing pükengatanga in this area.   
While the project has been relatively short, the benefits to the teaching staff have been 
considerable in terms of developing our personal responsibility to assist and promote 
(manaaki) our student’s capacity to deliver on their course outcomes. 
 
The benefits to our students are yet to be fully realised but we anticipate and are 
confident of positive developments. These developments may be enhanced by 
dedicating time to Mahara introduction apart from the time dedicated to residentials.   
We see the continued use of Mahara and any enhancements that may be made to the 
tool as being a positive and meaningful contribution to Te Wänanga-o-Raukawa and 
education in general. 
 
 
John Underwood 
Mahara Coordinator 
14 June 2007  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Mead.M and Grove.N – Ngā Pepeha a Ngā Tūpuna P. 205 ‘The bravery is in the gun, it is the man 
who is weak.’ Without the technological skill, people are at a disadvantage. 


