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Mahara: More Than An ePortfolio
value for the student and potential employers
By Jon Curwin

The value of some kind of portfolio has been long
accepted, and a folder of certificates seen as a
record of achievement. Whether the outcome is a
demonstration of artistic talent or technical ability,
the process can be engaging for the author and
insightful for the reader. Electronic alternatives
were always going to happen although some text
on paper may remain significant for the
individual, like receiving a degree award with a
handshake. As evidence of skills can range from a
simple pdf file, to a complex spreadsheet to a
video link, some form of ePortfolio will offer the
benefits of archiving material, tools to work with
and formats to share and present selectively.
There are differing definitions or views about what
an ePortfolio should be or should contain. JISC
(Effective Practise with e-Portfolio 2008
www.jisc.ac.uk/effectivepracticeeportfolios)
acknowledge that it is both a product and a
process - “created by the learner, a collection of
digital artefacts articulating experiences,
achievements and learning.”
The value for the student is not only the final
product, a Mahara page that showcases their skills
for example, but also the learning that has taken
place to get that far. A variety of platforms can be
used ranging from those that require the
completion of a structured template, a blog
structure like Wordpress or the empty page (blank
canvas) of Mahara. The lack of predetermined
page structure can be seen as one of the major
strengths. It is this that gives both the tutor and
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student choice. As the screenshot below illustrates,
a student (B.A. Marketing, Advertising and Public
Relations, year 1) can exceed expectations when
asked to present their skills for a tutor or potential
employer.

“ how can a student
evidence being effective
or having a positive, can
do attitude? ”
It is easy to focus on the final outcome, but behind
the scenes there is the learning to work with a new
system, the choice about what is evidence of skill
and an articulation of skills, knowledge and
experience. In constructing a Mahara page the
student is likely to meet intended learning
outcomes and also, on route, achieve unintended
learning outcomes like being able to tell a story or
discriminate between the significant and
insignificant. The reward for the student may be a
good mark but the value may lie in the process.
If asked ‘will Mahara get me a job’ the answer
could be ‘yes if you are very lucky’ and there are
examples of where a Mahara page has made a
difference. However, the reality faced by most
students is that employers will use their own
systems and show little interest in the outcomes of
an ePortfolio. An employer will probably be
looking for the “set of attributes, skills and
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“ In constructing a Mahara page the student is likely
to meet intended learning outcomes and also, on
route, achieve unintended learning outcomes ”
knowledge that all labour market participants
should process to ensure they have the capability
of being effective in the workplace” (Working
towards your future, 2011, CBI/NUS. In the joint
report by the UUK and CBI (Future fit: preparing
graduates for the world of work, 2009) a positive
attitude was seen as the underpinning factor,
exemplified by “a can do approach, a readiness to
take part and contribute, openness to new ideas
and drive to make these happen”. But how can a
student evidence being effective or having a
positive, can do attitude?

“ Mahara allows the
author to articulate
achievement and
provides a variety of
ways in which to share ”
When asked whether she would be prepared to
share her experience of setting up and running a
business during her placement year, it was Keran
(B.A. Business Studies, final year) that suggested a
Mahara page (see screenshot below). This brings
together examples of the menus she designed, an
interview with a customer and her talking about
being her business. This will now be used as a
case-study on the new first year module New
Business Creation.
Evidencing
A Mahara page being
used to capture the
experience of a
student setting up
their own business.
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Keran has a positive attitude and was always going
to be entrepreneurial. Mahara has allowed Keran
to articulate what she has achieved, what she ‘can
do’ in a variety of ways and provides a means for
her to share this. Hosting an ePortfolio within the
university provides a safe place to work with
students. This should allow us to be more creative
with our students. It might be the case that
employers won’t look at particular Mahara page,
the product; but by engaging with Mahara,
students can be given the chance to play with text,
images and voice. It is this learning through play
and reflection that can build this ‘can do’
confidence.
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