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Abstract 
There is a significant body of research on the use of ePortfolios as an assessment tool in the school 
and tertiary educational sectors; however there is very little documented evidence on how they are 
used in early childhood education (ECE). In New Zealand ePortfolios are becoming more widespread 
as a platform to present children’s formative assessment documentation but little is known about how 
they could impact on parent/family engagement with their children’s learning; teachers’ formative 
assessment practices; how they contribute to children’s learning journeys and indeed how children 
could use ePortfolios. 

This PhD study sought to find a new way to engage parents/families and children in young children’s 
learning through presenting assessment for learning in an ePortfolio. Furthermore it aimed to 
investigate that if by using this platform early childhood education teachers changed or adjusted their 
formative assessment practices. 

The study was carried out with a centre-based early childhood education service where this form of 
assessment presentation was entirely new to their teachers, families and children. Prior to the 
research the setting was presenting children’s assessment documentation in paper-based portfolios. 
The research was qualitative using case study methodology and narrative inquiry. A mixed methods 
approach was used and data was collected through observations, interviews, surveys, and analysis of 
assessment documentation. 

The notion of an early childhood education setting as the hub of a ‘community of practice’ [1] provided 
a useful theoretical framework for this study. A community of practice in some form was already 
evident in the setting. This means, something is already known about the connections inside this 
community of practice (children, teachers, parents/families) utilising paper-based portfolios, but it was 
not known what connections would be made with the ePortfolio platform, and indeed how members 
would engage with it. This paper discusses the findings of this research. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
This research explored the journey of an early childhood education setting as it transitioned between 
traditional forms of documenting assessment for learning in a paper-based format for children to a new 
online ePortfolio platform.  It was concerned with finding ways to effectively engage parents, family 
and children in learning and with how teachers provide relevant and useful formative assessment.  
This study is accordingly linked with high quality early childhood education practices and 
Bronfenbrenner’s [2, 3] notion that for such quality to be achieved then parents, family and indeed the 
community’s engagement is essential. 

Three questions were posed at the onset of this research: 

(i) How does the introduction of an ePortfolio programme change teachers’ formative 
assessments? 

(ii) Does an ePortfolio programme assist parents and family in an early childhood education setting 
to engage with their children’s learning?  If so, in what ways? 

(iii) In what ways do children use and contribute to their ePortfolio? 

Through responding to these questions the study aimed to discover what happened when an ECE 
setting, which previously had been exposed to only one form of presenting documentation of 
children’s’ assessment for learning (paper-based portfolios), is challenged by the introduction of a new 
way of doing this in an online format (ePortfolios). The study also questioned what would happen to 
engagement with children’s learning. Would teachers, parents, family and children engage differently 
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with the ePortfolios from the way they did with the paper-based portfolios?  Finally the study sought to 
discover whether these things, in turn, helped strengthen the community of practice within the setting. 

ePortfolios are becoming more and more commonplace in education; this study focused on ePortfolios 
and their consequences.  There is plenty of evidence of the use of ePortfolios in the tertiary education 
sector [4-9], where they are used as reflective tools for students, particularly in initial teacher 
education programmes [10, 11].  It is within this sector that the majority of the literature sits.  There is 
also some evidence of their use in primary and secondary education [12-19].  However, it appears that 
very little research has been undertaken on the use of ePortfolios in early childhood education [20-22].  
This is concerning because in the current climate anecdotally ePortfolios are the latest trend.   

2 METHODOLOGY 
This qualitative study used case study and narrative inquiry.  A case study is usually defined as an 
intensive study of a single group, incident or community [23-26].  The case studies in this investigation 
were the wider ECE setting within which there were “nested” six case studies. The setting wide case 
study included all the teachers, parents and family who completed the surveys; whereas the nested 
cases studies were made up of individual families (parent and child) and their key teacher.  By making 
links between all the case studies, overarching themes were discovered. 

 
Figure 1. Identification of the cases used in this study. 

Narrative inquiry was an appropriate methodology to use in this study as it researches people’s 
experiences.  As Connelly and Clandinin [27] suggested, it is this experience that then becomes the 
phenomenon which is being studied: 

Framed within this view of experience the focus of narrative inquiry is not only on 
individuals’ experiences but also on the social, cultural, and institutional narratives within 
which individuals’ experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed and enacted.  
Narrative inquirers study the individual’s experience in the world, an experience that is 
storied both in the living and telling and that can be studied by listening, observing, living 
alongside another, and writing and interpreting text. [28](p42-43) 

To develop the narrative stories described in this study the surveys, interviews, observations and 
portfolio analysis were used.  Through making links across each story the emerging themes would 
inform the case studies. 

The following section will present the findings related to each of the research questions.  It will also 
include discussion on the development of a functioning community of practice within the early 
childhood education setting. 

3 RESULTS 
Several key findings emerged from this study.  Firstly, the analysis of the data highlighted 
opportunities for assessments using an ePortfolio to be effectively formative.  This is evidenced in the 
changes in the ways parents engaged with children’s learning following the introduction of ePortfolios 
to the setting.  It was also apparent in the changes to the ways the teachers were writing formative 
assessments for the children: with the introduction of the ePortfolios they took a more critical and 
collaborative approach.  The findings showed that a portfolio, in whichever form (paper-based or 
online), can be a vital artefact in children’s authentic learning journeys in an ECE setting that includes 
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the children’s parents and family in these journeys. These findings suggest that the introduction of 
ePortfolios has implications for the following: 

(i) Supporting teachers’ formative assessment practices. 

(ii) Engaging parents and family in their young children’s learning. 

(iii) Establishing authentic learning journeys for children in early childhood education. 

Furthermore, the introduction of a new tool for formative assessment in an educational setting will 
significantly change the community of practice within that setting; this section discusses this 
implication as well. 

3.1 How the introduction of an ePortfolio programme changed the teachers’ 
formative assessment practices 

This study found that co-operation between teachers and teachers, and between teachers and parents 
impacted strongly on the formative assessment practices of the teachers [29].  Changes to the way 
the teachers in this study carried out formative assessment were noted by parents and by the teachers 
themselves. Two significant changes were evident.  

The first change observed was to do with the consistency and frequency of the additions to the 
children’s portfolios following the introduction of ePortfolios. The study found that additions to the 
paper-based portfolios were irregular and inconsistent.  There was often a significant length of time 
between additions; for some children this was up to several months.  Also, each teacher’s writing and 
formatting style was different and while this allowed for the individual personalities of the teachers to 
be evident in the portfolios it meant that important aspects of learning were not always being recorded.  
The inconsistency in the teachers’ writing styles highlighted that what they were calling “Learning 
Stories” were in fact contrary to the expectations of this tool and what it was designed to do (see 
below for a description). After ePortfolios were introduced the frequency of additions increased 
markedly, with the children’s ePortfolios at least doubling in size over the year of data collection from 
what was contained in the paper-based portfolios. The format of the documentation was also more 
consistent after the introduction of ePortfolios, supported by the template provided for the Learning 
Stories, which all the teachers who contributed to the ePortfolios used.  The provision of a template is 
a salient feature of a quality ePortfolio system – but only if it is designed and updated regularly in 
collaboration with the early childhood education profession and current research. There are dangers in 
using an ePortfolio system that is not informed by sound theoretical, research based and practical 
ideas on teaching and learning, as the key factors of formative assessment may be compromised [30-
36]. 

The second change noted was in the formative aspects of the assessment that the teachers were 
producing.  The main formative assessment tools used by this ECE setting were Learning Stories and 
learning moments.  Learning Stories identify and build on children’s interests and in turn influence their 
learning dispositions [37-40].  Learning dispositions are habits, the way children go about their 
learning. When used effectively Learning Stories form the foundation of formative assessment.  
Alongside Learning Stories, learning moments and teachable moments were also noted as significant.  
Learning moments and teaching moments differ from the traditional learning story, but can be used to 
develop or support a Learning Story.  The teachers in this ECE setting described them as occurring 
when an unplanned or unexpected learning opportunity arises and the teachers are present to notice 
this learning opportunity, thus supporting the child to learn from the event.   
The initial findings showed that before the introduction of ePortfolios there was not a great deal of 
difference between the two formats, as the stories that the teachers were writing as Learning Stories 
did not always contain all the necessary components (the learning is noticed by the teacher, 
recognised as learning, responded to and built on). The introduction of ePortfolios prompted a 
noticeable change here, and this is where collaboration between the teachers, parents and children 
was important.  The formative assessment documentation the teachers were writing for the children’s 
ePortfolios had become a much more frequent and more considered reflection on what learning was 
occurring.  The teachers’ stories noticed learning; they were no longer just a moment in time.  They 
almost always included recognition of what learning was happening and then made suggestions for 
future possibilities to extend and support that learning.  Furthermore, the teachers were using 
research to strengthen the Learning Stories.  They were making links to relevant theory and literature 
and in particular were making links to the New Zealand early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki [41].  
Additions of media, such as photos and videos, complemented the stories, rather than Learning 
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Stories being based only on a photo that had been taken, as had occurred in the past (when stories 
were written about photos, rather than photos being used to highlight the learning).  Parents felt that 
this added an extra dimension to their children’s learning journeys and seemed more inclined to add 
their own comments and contributions. This produced a cycle of enhanced learning as teachers, 
encouraged and affirmed by the comments from parents and family, took the children’s learning to the 
next level. 

3.2 How the ePortfolio platform assisted parents and family to engage with 
their young children’s learning 

This study clearly demonstrated the benefits of parent and family engagement in their young children’s 
learning through formative assessment documentation, and this increased significantly with the 
introduction of ePortfolios.  Although there was interaction with the paper-based portfolios, parents 
and family were not actively contributing to them at the start of the research period.  The introduction 
of ePortfolios resulted in a dramatic change in parent contributions.  These contributions included 
comments, stories, photographs, videos and effective conversations with their children and with 
teachers.   Who was contributing to the children’s formative assessment portfolios had also changed, 
with an increase in extended family participation.  Grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings and friends 
had become visible in the children’s learning journeys and many were added as recipients of the 
digital Learning Stories and other assessment documentation.    

Changes were also seen in who was initiating the interactions with the children’s portfolios.  
ePortfolios saw an increase in parent and family initiation, whereas the children continued to be the 
initiators of interactions with their paper-based portfolios.  This highlights the importance of ECE 
settings thinking about how children, parents and family are able to access their formative assessment 
documentation.  Access to technology must be considered here.  For some families there may not be 
the same availability of technology to allow them to be involved in the children’s ePortfolios outside of 
the ECE setting.  Other families may not wish to use technology for other reasons, such as religious 
beliefs. It is imperative that when thinking about implementing an ePortfolio system ECE settings take 
individual family situations and personal preferences into consideration, so that an inequitable divide 
between families does not occur [42].  ECE settings must ensure that all families are supported to 
access their children’s formative assessment documentation if it is contained solely within an 
ePortfolio.  If this cannot be achieved then settings need to reflect on whether this is the right platform 
to use for their community. 

3.3 In what ways did children use and contribute to their ePortfolios: Building 
authentic learning journeys for children 

From the findings it is very clear that ePortfolios can be a vital artefact to aid children, teachers, 
parents and family to construct authentic learning journeys.  The author’s definition of the way that 
children use their portfolios/ePortfolios for this is recalling, reconnecting and restarting.  Through 
portfolios/ePortfolios children can recall their learning. This includes ‘recalling’ an experience that they 
couldn’t originally remember, for example from when they were an infant.  During observations it was 
evident in the ECE setting that the children regularly used their paper-based portfolios, and later 
ePortfolios, as a prompt for this, remembering experiences with a significant other, then going on to 
use the portfolio/ePortfolio as a prop in further conversations.  While some literature discusses the use 
of portfolios for conversations between parents and teachers [43, 44], there appears to be little 
mention of the use of portfolios as a conversation starter between children.  The value of 
portfolios/ePortfolios to encourage communication and for children to engage in thinking about their 
learning was a new finding in this study and one that is worthy of further exploration.  Through 
portfolios/ePortfolios, children were able to reconnect with learning experiences.  They would recall 
the experience then pick up where they left off; this could be finishing a task or attempting something 
again.  Portfolios/ePortfolios also encouraged, supported and extended children to restart learning.  
From recalling and reconnecting with the learning experience children were invited or encouraged to 
take it further, moving in a new direction or expanding their original intent.  This is the essence of 
formative assessment.  For all of this to happen, children must be able to access their 
portfolios/ePortfolios wherever and whenever they choose.  Being unable to do so would be the 
biggest failing of an ECE setting which relies solely on an ePortfolio system.  Within ECE settings, 
paper-based portfolios are usually placed where children, teachers, parents and family can easily 
access them.  This study found this not to be the case with ePortfolios.  In the ECE setting where the 
study was based, children could only access ePortfolios with the help of a teacher, and as limited 
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technology was available only a few children could look at their ePortfolio at any given time.  Parents 
and families reported similar problems at home.  Many of the parents accessed the ePortfolios on their 
Smartphones or other mobile devices, and their children were often not allowed to use these.  For 
some families, interactions with their children and their portfolios had actually decreased with the 
introduction of the ePortfolios. 

3.4 Fostering a strong community of practice 
At the onset of this research the researcher believed that the community of practice in the ECE setting 
was only just beginning to develop and termed it a juvenile community of practice.  Teachers were 
directly involved in children’s learning through producing the assessment documentation for their 
paper-based portfolios.  Children, parents and family were involved but their contributions to the 
portfolios were limited.  At the start of the research there were few tangible artefacts in the children’s 
portfolios that had been added by themselves or by their parents and family.  Again, significant 
changes were noticed with the introduction of ePortfolios.  These changes were evident in parent and 
family contributions to the ePortfolios.  The artefacts they were adding contributed directly to the 
children’s learning journeys, adding to their authenticity. There were also changes to the 
conversations that parents and family were having with the teachers about their children’s learning, so 
that connections between the ECE setting and home had become explicit.  There was an increased 
sense of belonging within the ECE setting, particularly for extended family who lived in different 
locations.  This could be described as a community who had a shared practice (children’s learning) 
and who sought ways to improve this practice (support and extend children’s learning).   

Through these changes the three key tenets of a community of practice (CoP) as defined by Lave and 
Wenger [1] are evident.  The members of this CoP had a domain (alternatively termed mutual 
engagement) – they shared a common aim and interest, engaging in children’s learning.  Through the 
strengthening relationships (teachers, parent and family), which developed from the introduction of 
ePortfolios, the members of the CoP had gained a better understanding of each other as they pursued 
the aims of the group, thus establishing the community (alternatively termed joint enterprise).  Finally, 
the CoP had developed a shared practice (alternatively termed repertoire) as they contributed and 
shared tangible artefacts to the children’s ePortfolios. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Educational portfolios, in whatever format, are vital artefacts which can support and extend children’s 
learning through empowering them to recall, reconnect with, and restart learning experiences. The 
limitations of practice using paper-based portfolios can be addressed through the use of ePortfolios as 
a platform for children’s formative assessment documentation. This will happen if, and only if, the 
platform is thoughtfully and meaningfully constructed using a sound theoretical base and evidence 
from practice.  EPortfolios can allow learning to be documented in ways beyond the affordances of a 
paper-based portfolio.  The addition of video and voice recording adds another dimension and was 
indeed one of the key beneficial features of ePortfolios found by this study.  EPortfolios also allow for 
increased parent and family engagement as they can access the platform whenever and wherever 
they want to and are consequently more likely to contribute.  However, ePortfolios come with their own 
dangers if not used correctly.  If an ePortfolio system is the only place in which children’s formative 
assessment documentation is stored then the portfolios must be available for children to access 
whenever, wherever they want, unassisted.  If children are not able to do this then the formative 
benefits of being able to revisit their learning experiences are minimised.   

While ePortfolios are an excellent tool for documenting formative assessment and have limitless 
potential, the findings in this study would warn ECE settings to proceed with caution about choosing to 
use only this platform.  One of the key purposes of early childhood education is to assist teachers and 
children to construct authentic learning journeys together, and formative assessment documentation is 
a key component of such journeys. Hence, practices will need to ensure that children’s ability to 
effectively access their portfolios and to contribute to them is not lost. 
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