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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.  



1  Case Study Overview 
 
1.1 Organisational Details 
Mahara was implemented within the Bachelor of Teaching degree at Victoria University 
Wellington. Victoria University has four campuses on different sites located in and around the 
city of Wellington: Kelburn; Pipitea; Te Aro and Karori. The university currently has 
approximately 17,000 equivalent full time students, with 1400 of these enrolled in teacher 
education on the Karori campus. The Bachelor of Teaching degree (BTeach), offered by the 
Faculty of Education on the Karori Campus, forms part of the conjoint degrees: the BA/BTeach; 
BCA/BTeach; BSc/BTeach. These three conjoint degree programmes combine study in two 
teaching subjects with teacher education.  
 
Mahara was implemented within the professional studies component of the BTeach programme. 
The degree is made up of curriculum studies (CUST) and professional studies (TEAP) papers. 
The student e-portfolio is developed and maintained throughout the programme from trimester 
one in the second year, and is a terms requirement of the TEAP papers. This programme was 
chosen for the case study because it already had an established process for the implementation of 
an e-portfolio. 
 
The purpose of the e-portfolio is to assist students to advance their learning and improve their 
teaching through   

 collecting and using evidence to critically reflect on their learning and teaching 
 collaborating with peers and their Professional Development Mentor (PDM) to 

critically evaluate their progress in learning and teaching  
 critically analysing their practice in relation to theory and research 
 self directed learning by systematically setting and reviewing personal 

professional goals 
 
Students are required to identify one aspect of their progress as a focus for reflection each 
trimester and relate it to one of the relevant course/programme learning outcomes.  In meetings 
and/or online interactions with their PDM and/or their peers, they were required to share an 
artefact and their reflection; give and respond to feedback; reflect on learning and set 
professional goal/s for the following trimester. In terms of using Mahara, students were required 
(as a minimum) to create a view containing one artefact as evidence of their learning and a 
reflection on that learning. They were required to submit the view to their PDM by 27 April 
2007. Students were able to access the template for the reflective report and some reflection 
exemplars by being granted access to a view containing these files. 
 
The students received formative feedback from their PDMs. This was achieved using the 
feedback feature of Mahara. Students are not graded on their portfolio entries; however, if the 
terms requirements are not fulfilled, the students do not pass the associated TEAP paper.  
Some students chose to share their entry with their peers and their PDM by creating a view in 
Mahara, and received feedback from their peers in this way. Most students, however, chose to 
meet face-to-face with their peers or share their reflections by e-mail. For the final paper in year 
four, following the final teaching experience, elements of the portfolio will be selected by the 
students to be incorporated in a presentation portfolio which is graded as a summative course 
assessment. 
 
1. 2 Programme Description  
The BTeach conjoint degree is four years of full time study at NZQA level 7, and is structured in 
such a way that study in the first and second years is mainly in the teaching subject disciplines. 
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The subsequent years introduce the BTeach components in combination with subject courses. In 
the third and fourth years of the programme students spend one trimester of each year in full-
time BTeach study. In these trimesters they have teaching experiences totalling 14 weeks. 
 
The conceptual framework for the degree currently incorporates the Professional Standards for 
Beginning Teachers (Ministry of Education N. Z., 1998) and the BTeach graduate profile: 

Students graduating with the conjoint BTeach degree will be:  
• well prepared to become highly competent practitioners with a commitment to lifelong 

learning and the ability to ‘make a difference’ to the lives of the children they teach  
• knowledgeable about current educational research and practice and able to reflect this 

knowledge in their teaching  
• knowledgeable about the children and young people of the 21st century and their world  
• knowledgeable about their disciplines  
• knowledgeable about the principles of the New Zealand Curriculum Framework and 

national curriculum statements  
•  confident, tolerant and open to change  
• knowledgeable about the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi and mindful of their 

significance for teachers  
• able to recognise and value the multicultural diversity of New Zealand  
• highly flexible in that they can move more readily between primary and secondary 

sectors.  
The graduate profile is currently being reviewed to ensure it aligns with the Graduating Teacher 
Standards (New Zealand Teachers Council, 2007) 
 
1.3 Participants 
The entire cohort of forty-seven students in trimester one of the second year of the BTeach was 
split into seven groups and each group was allocated a different member of staff as their PDM. 
Each PDM group was created as a Mahara community with the PDMs assigned as tutors. As the 
BTeach Associate Director, I acted as the advocate for the e-portfolio case study. I was also 
assigned as a tutor within each group in order to monitor and support the online activities of the 
groups.  
 
2 Implementation 
 
The system of e-portfolios and PDMs has been in place in the BTeach programme for the past 
three years. In previous years, the e-portfolio was not web based, but a digital template which the 
students used as a framework for their reflections and goal-setting. This was the first year the 
students were required to digitise their artefacts as well as their reflections. It was also the first 
year that the students and PDMs were obliged to share reflections and feedback in an online 
environment. 
 
Students and PDMs were introduced to Mahara in the following face-to-face sessions:  
 

Students  
• One-hour lecture – introduction to the rationale for the e-portfolio process and 

demonstration of  Mahara 
• Two-hour tutorial – reflection and feedback models and strategies 

 
PDMs 

• One-hour session – introduction to the rationale for the e-portfolio process and 
demonstration of Mahara 
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Students and PDMs 

• Two-hour tutorial where PDMs met with their groups and all were introduced to 
Mahara in the computer lab. PDMs were given the initial passwords for their group of 
students and they worked closely with their own student group to support initial login 
and exploration.  

 
Both students and staff were informed of the support documentation downloadable from Mahara. 
I also prepared some context specific guides for the students to support them in creating and 
submitting views. These were made available to students within their community views and also 
e-mailed as an attachment. All students and staff were given my contact details and asked to 
contact me with any difficulties. I held several one-on-one sessions with individual staff when 
they were required to provide feedback for submissions. I also had e-mails from approximately 
six students who had initial difficulties. All of these difficulties were resolved and most arose 
from those students who were not very ICT literate. 
 
2.1 Implementation Issues 
There were some implementation issues: 
 

• Coincidentally, the new VUW portal ‘My Victoria’ was being launched in that same 
week. This caused some confusion. In future, we would hope to have a single login to 
the VUW portal and then access Mahara from within the portal. 

• Students are currently required to use the discussion forums in LearnOnline, a 
learning management system used for online delivery of courses. This presented yet 
another online environment to grapple with. Both staff and students reported that they 
found it frustrating that there was no communication function within Mahara. It was 
cumbersome to obtain an e-mail address from within Mahara and then transfer to 
LearnOnline or Microsoft Outlook. 

• Some students were also required to use Blackboard for course work within the 
BA/BCA/BSc pathway of the programme. This was another online environment some 
students had to cope with 

• Student workload issues – due to the timeframe for the case study report, it was 
necessary to assign an early date for submission of portfolios. This had a negative 
impact on student workload as other assignments were also due at that time.  
. 

There were some difficulties in the early stages due to initial software bugs when creating and 
accessing views.   Students were given no additional face-to-face support with technical issues. It 
was assumed that students and staff had a certain level of competence in terms of ICT capability. 
Staff had a varied level of ICT competence and confidence and required different levels of 
support. 
 
2.2 Documentation 
The Implementation Guidelines were comprehensive and served as a useful guide to the 
implementation of the portfolio. Since VUW had already set up an e-portfolio system prior to 
using Mahara in this case study, the guidelines served to affirm the way in which we were 
adopting the portfolio system in terms of selecting and supporting tutors, determining assessment 
tasks and advising students of assessment requirements. 
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I personally found the user documentation very useful. I’m not sure to what extent it was used by 
staff or students. I found I had to produce documentation which addressed the specific 
requirements of the BTeach programme as the Mahara User Guidelines provided seemed ‘too 
much information’ for our students at this point in time. 
 
3 Technical 
 
3.1 Technical Support 
There was no technical support provided other than myself. There were no difficulties that I 
could not address. In cases where there seemed to be a malfunction or inconsistency I contacted 
the site administrator with appropriate reports of the issues. On several occasions members of 
staff and students also contacted the site administrator. To my knowledge, all problems were 
resolved. 
 
3.2 Reporting 
Due to the fact that both students and tutors had to take on board the use of the Mahara 
application amidst all other course and programme requirements, in a very limited timeframe, I 
chose not to specifically introduce the reporting tools at this stage. These will be incorporated 
next trimester along with the blogging facility. I think that phasing in the introduction of these 
features in this way will provide just-in-time learning. These features are more likely to be 
appreciated as useful tools and may well serve to address some of the implementation issues 
identified in the case study. 
 
3.3 Site Configuration 
There was no site configuration necessary as VUW did not host the e-portfolio. 
 
4 Tutor Feedback 
 
4.1 Teaching with e-Portfolio 
The tutors reported that the benefits or values within teaching were: 

• it was useful for students to be able to read each others work and give feedback. This 
allowed students to see the sorts of artefacts that different students present and the 
learning that has come from these artefacts.  

• the portfolio allowed tutors (through the artefacts and reflections) to see what students 
were doing in other courses 

• using the portfolio improved IT skills 
• it was useful to have time to consider feedback before writing it 
• the process is consistent between students so they are all being scaffolded in the same 

way 
 
The tutors reported that the disadvantages or limitations were: 

• it takes more time and is less personally satisfying; face-to-face was preferable because it 
gives a more in-depth picture of where the student is at. Research shows that building 
relationships enhances teaching and learning, so it seems to defeat the purpose when the 
interactions are focused in cyberspace. 

• tutors had to rely on students providing quality feedback and on students getting their 
work in early to allow for tutor feedback and responses 

• other communications tools such as e-mail and forums would allow a variety of 
interactions 
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• there were a lot of steps to go through to access communities and individuals and to 
download and then respond to submitted work for each student 

• there needs to be careful consideration of timeframes for submission/feedback 
 
The tutors reported that the factors affecting their use of the e-portfolio were: 

• there is a lack of ease and acceptance of this medium for teaching 
• it takes time to read and comment in depth 
• frustration with having to work back several screens to see student peer feedback after 

downloading artefacts 
• lack of knowledge of how to use the application 
• waiting for students to upload and coordinate with time PDMs had available 

 
The tutors reported that desirable features were: 

• navigation needs improving as it was not easy to follow; it would be better to have less 
steps to access each community 

• larger lettering and headings set out more clearly with steps visible as you progress 
through each stage 

• integration with the ‘MyVictoria’ portal 
• improve the time-out feature so no information is lost on time out 
• communications suite: e-mail/discussion forums/chat 

 
4.2 Student learning experience 
 
The tutors reported the following benefits within the student learning experience: 

• the students’ ability manage work without need for tutor availability 
• sharing of artefacts and reflections meant that students had access to peers’ variety of 

work which broadens knowledge and experience 
• self regulation of learning and ongoing updates 
• demonstrates the possibility of using the portfolio as a medium with their own students 
• it is  fair because everyone experiences the same process in the same way 

 
The tutors reported the following disadvantages within the student learning experience: 

• access to, and skills with computer is a pre-requisite 
• it takes time to provide quality feedback; students may receive less detailed feedback 

than face-to-face would provide 
• there is a lack of personal touch and relationship (personal contact has more value), and it 

can isolate some students; making connections with people face to face can enhance 
relationships and develop a more positive learning environment where students feel safe 
to contribute 

 
The tutors reported the following factors affecting student use: 

• dependant on student priorities and pressures 
• submission times coincided with other assignments 
• students require more scaffolding in the early stages as a first step to select artefacts, 

discuss and give feedback (face-to-face; in pairs?) 
• dependant on access to a computer and knowledge of the e-portfolio application 
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5 Continued Use of Mahara 
 
5.1 System Quality 
Overall, the quality was satisfactory. The application was very stable and the administrative 
support was excellent. However, at this stage, the templates were not user friendly or 
contextualised for our purpose.  
 
5.2 Intention of Continued Use 
We are planning to continue using Mahara for the remainder of this year and possibly beyond 
that, depending on modifications to enhance usability. For example, I think one of the main 
difficulties was the fact that existing templates were not meaningful to the students’ contexts or 
user friendly. Whether or not we will make use of the myportfolio.ac.nz URL will depend on 
VUW IT services and how they might operate, although indications at this stage are that it is 
probable we would use the URL. 
 
If there is a decision to continue use beyond the pilot, we would probably look at integrating it 
with the VUW portal i.e. single login access. Continued use will depend on cost and hosting 
implications as well as the availability of ongoing maintenance and site administration services. 
 
6 Success of Pilot 
 
Disappointingly, from the point of view of the students, with regard to functionality, the pilot 
was not very successful. The major considerations in implementing a portfolio system are 
accessibility and ease of use.  
 
Thirty-two students found Mahara difficult to use, while eleven found it easy after spending 
some time on it.  Twenty-six students said they would rather use a paper based portfolio.  
 
Although the students were guided towards the documentation on the site, some said they were 
not aware of its existence.  
 
6.1 Staff Response 
Overall, the staff response was positive, and they were committed to the e-portfolio process in 
spite of the time required to get to know the application.  
 
6.2 Overall Success 
Overall, I would rate the pilot initiative satisfactory, considering the demands placed on the 
students and staff in the short timeframe. Many of the difficulties were due to limited time and 
unfamiliarity with the software and might be considered teething problems. As more 
communications tools are developed and the staff and students become familiar and comfortable 
with the application in future, the focus will be on the educational benefits such as enhanced 
critical reflection, self regulation and collaboration. 
 
7 Additional Comments 
 
I think one of the main problems in the implementation of Mahara at this point in time was the 
proliferation of web portals each student had to engage in. In the future, increased 
communication functionality in Mahara, and integration with the ‘My Victoria’ portal, should 
negate the need for LearnOnline forums. It will be necessary, however, to consider the features 
of ‘My Victoria’ and Mahara and determine how they might best be integrated and implemented. 
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Staff and students were in agreement that Mahara requires simplification. They reported that 
there were too many steps in the creation of a view, and it was easy to ‘get lost’. I think that 
students might perceive more benefit to them if they could see how their artefacts and views 
might come together in a resume/ presentation portfolio.  
 
One of the features that Mahara offered that was not available previously in the BTeach portfolio 
process was the sharing of artefacts, reflections and feedback from peers. Thirty-four students 
reported that they found peer collaboration and feedback feature a useful strategy for reflecting 
on learning. Twenty-four students reported that the e-portfolio in general was a useful strategy 
for reflecting on learning, while eighteen did not find it useful.  
 
It is worth commenting that students were not explicitly introduced to the blogging feature on 
Mahara, although they were encouraged to explore it and use it if they wished. Blogging offers a 
powerful tool with respect to maintaining a portfolio, and this feature will be introduced next 
trimester. The aim would be to make blogging a mandatory requirement at a later stage in the 
programme. 
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