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1. Introduction 

This paper describes a study of professional learning of post-secondary vocational educators in Alberta, a 

province in Western Canada. Post-secondary vocational educators work at colleges and polytechnic institutions; 

they are hired for their professional and trade experience, but often have not received much formal education in 

teaching. For the purpose of this paper, we will refer to post-secondary vocational educators as ‘instructors’.  

Economic, political, and cultural changes require instructors in Alberta to continue to learn and grow in 

order to keep meeting the needs of students and the industries that employ graduates. Despite the recession, the 

Alberta economy is growing rapidly largely due to the profitability of the oil sands. The Government of Alberta 

(2011) has calculated a projected labour supply shortage of 114,000 workers over the period of 2011–2021. The 

greatest labour supply shortages are projected for jobs involving technologists, nurses, and trades people, 

including welders, heavy equipment operators, construction workers, cooks, carpenters, painters, and electricians. 

While these labour shortages will likely result in heavy demands for vocational and trades education, there is also 

a labour shortage projected amongst instructors of 100 to 200 per year (Government of Alberta, 2011). However, 

these are not the only forces that change the landscape of vocational education in Alberta. Because of the 

availability of high-paying jobs, immigrants are attracted to Alberta and vocational institutions see an increasing 

number of immigrant students. Furthermore, a growing number of people change careers and attend vocational 

education later in life. Many students have part-time or full-time jobs, requiring more flexibility from the 

instructors and their educational institutions. This also means that the vocational classroom thus includes multiple 

generations and multiple nationalities and cultural backgrounds, requiring instructors to learn how to teach a 

diverse student population. In addition, the Ministry of Advanced Education and Technology created a new Roles 

and Mandates Framework for post-secondary education which mandates applied research and scholarly activities 

at Community Colleges as well as Polytechnic Institutions (Alberta, 2007). Vocational institutions across Canada 

face similar challenges and require instructors to operate at the forefront of new technological innovations, engage 

in applied research, and engage students in innovative practices (e.g., polytechnicscanada.ca). In their 

comprehensive study of Australian Vocational Education and Training (VET), Harris et al. (2001) and Darwin 

(2007) identified similar trends in Australian VET. In order to meet these changing requirements, vocational and 

trades education institutions should invest in the ongoing professional development of their instructors. Post-

secondary institutions typically invest in the continuing education of their instructional staff by funding course 

and conference attendance; however, Harris et al. (2001) noted an increasing diversity in the way staff 

development needs are addressed. Nevertheless, early evidence has suggested that professional development (PD) 

organized as a separate activity away from the workplace typically yields limited impact on the professional 

performance of the PD-participants (Baldwin & Ford, 1988). In order to keep serving the PD needs of instructors, 

this paper invites post-secondary leaders to consider ways in which the workplace can be structured so as to 

enhance the ongoing professional learning of instructors in their daily work. 

Literature on professional development typically reiterates that behaviours learned during workshops and 

courses should be reinforced in the workplace (Blume et al., 2010). Webster-Wright (2009) argues, however, that 

“learning cannot simply be transferred in a discrete package, no matter how flexible or well designed” (p. 703). 

She continues her thorough review of literature on PD by explaining that the majority of publications seem to be 

built on two implicit assumptions: the first regards the professional as “deficient” and “in need of developing”; the 

second regards “the professional and the learning context as separate though related” (p. 712). Webster-Wright 

(2009) urges professional developers to move beyond an intervention-transfer-impact paradigm and re-

conceptualize professional learning in a way that aligns with how professionals learn during their work.   

A similar call for alignment can be found in literature on PD in post-secondary education, which uses 

terminology such as instructional development to refer to the development of instructional skills of faculty (Stes 

et al., 2010), as well as educational development to “describe actions, planned and undertaken by faculty members 

… aimed at enhancing teaching” (Amundsen & Wilson, 2012, p. 90). In response to evidence of limited transfer 
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from workshop to practice, an increasing number of educational development (ED) initiatives turn to workplace 

practices as a source of learning, using, for instance, peer review, team teaching, or action research in combination 

with more direct instruction (Stes et al., 2010). Yet, three review studies of PD initiatives for post-secondary 

educators in the past 30 years (Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981; Steinert et al., 2006; Stes et al., 2010) yield no 

clear evidence on the features of effective ED practices (Amundsen & Wilson, 2012). In their conceptual review 

of the ED literature, Amundsen and Wilson (2012) identified and organized the literature between 1995 and 2008 

into six clusters of initiatives, according to the purpose or focus of published ED initiatives, the core 

characteristics of the design, and the literature cited. The six clusters are: 1) The skills cluster, which focuses on 

the acquisition or enhancement of observable teaching skills and techniques that are primarily generic (not 

discipline-based); 2) The method cluster, which emphasizes the mastery of a particular teaching method and how 

to use it; 3) The reflection cluster, which focuses on how reflections can lead to changes in individual teacher’s 

conceptions of teaching and learning; 4) The institutional cluster, which includes coordinated institutional plans 

designed to support teaching improvement; 5) The disciplinary cluster, which examines disciplinary 

understanding as a means of developing pedagogical knowledge; 6) The action research or inquiry cluster, which 

focuses on peer-based inquiries of teaching and learning undertaken by individuals or groups. In comparing the 

six initiatives, Amundsen and Wilson point out that few of the authors recognize the broader context in which 

faculty teach.  

Just how connected professional learning is to work-related structures, cultures, and histories is 

poignantly illustrated by Bound (2011), who described the historical and cultural tensions in the professional 

context of trades instructors, who, despite significant efforts, had limited success in implementing digital learning 

objects into their teaching practice. Harris et al. (2001) also identified workplace cultures as a significant barrier 

for effective staff development for vocational educators. Research on workplace learning of professionals in 

general, shows that work-related learning is deeply embedded in practice (Schön, 1983), and informed by the way 

people within and outside of the organization do things and understand their work (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Bound, 

2011; Engeström, 2011). It seems, however, that educational developers do not always recognize the importance 

of the workplace as a learning environment, as Amundson and Wilson (2012) note “how infrequently these 

researchers explicitly recognize the broader context in which faculty teach and, therefore in which educational 

development occurs” (p. 110). Darwin (2007) calls for more research into the contexts which shape the work and 

learning of vocational educators. Amundsen and Wilson conclude: “At this point in time, we know more about 

how to design educational development initiatives to improve individual teaching practice but less about how this 

learning is actualized and embedded in the academic workplace” (p. 111). Thus, the literature on PD in general, as 

well as the ED literature, calls for the study of professional learning within the workplace practices in which it is 

embedded, and researchers from both fields identify workplace learning literature as a source of relevant concepts 

and theories (Bound, 2011, Darwin, 2007, Hager, 2005, Webster-Wright, 2009).  

Billett (2002) proposes that learning at work occurs through participation in work-related activities. 

However, work-related learning might occur while not physically at work (Kwakman, 2003). The term 

‘workplace’ may thus be misguided and instead we propose the use of the term professional learning (cf. Opfer & 

Pedder, 2011). Our conceptualization of professional learning is not limited to learning while physically at work, 

nor is it limited to learning while engaging in work-activities. In fact, coaching a hockey team as a hobby could 

potentially lead to an important insight used by instructors in their work. The only aspect that separates 

professional learning from any other learning in life is the fact that the learning activities and/or the outcomes are 

related to the profession of the post-secondary teacher.   

This paper aims to contribute to a better understanding of the professional learning process of instructors 

as it is embedded in workplace practices by studying instructor professional learning in the context of a pilot 

implementation of an electronic professional portfolio (ePortfolio) approach. The main question addressed is: how 
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do post-secondary vocational educators learn professionally in the context of the implementation of an ePortfolio 

approach to professional development, and which factors affect their professional learning?  

Studies of the ongoing professional development of vocational educators are limited. A search of peer 

reviewed publications in the educational research database ERIC, using “professional development” AND 

“vocational education” as keywords, revealed only 182 publications between 1977 and 2013. The majority of 

these publications focus on student learning in practicums and work placements. Others describe PD programs for 

vocational educators. Beside Bound’s (2011) study of the barriers to educational change in trades’ education, we 

haven’t found other studies that describe the professional workplace learning of vocational educators within the 

contexts that this learning occurs. By studying professional learning of instructors, and by building on insights 

from three separate research discourses, we aim to contribute to an increased understanding of how instructor 

professional learning is related to workplace practices. Insight into the factors that help and hinder professional 

learning might assist educational leaders to create a workplace learning environment conducive to instructor 

professional learning.  

 

2. Overview of the literature 

 

Currently, teacher learning and workplace learning are studied and described in three separately 

developing discourses: workplace learning, educational development, and K-12 teacher learning. Researchers 

publishing in these discourses hardly build on theories or findings from one of the other two sets of literature 

(Bound, 2011; Hager, 2005; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2005). Our study builds on insights from each of the three 

distinct fields. Opfer and Pedder (2011) identified three systems involved in teacher professional learning: a) the 

learning activity in which teachers participate b) the school context, collective beliefs and practices, and cultural 

norms; and c) the individual teacher and their prior knowledge and experience, belief systems, and classroom 

behaviour. In the remainder of this literature overview, we aim to bring the three discourses together around the 

three systems that shape teacher professional learning.  

 

2.1 Professional Learning Activities 

Research on teacher learning in the workplace has resulted in several overviews of learning activities secondary 

school teachers report to learn from (Kwakman, 2003; Lohman & Woolf, 2006; Meirink et al., 2007; Van 

Eekelen, Boshuizen, & Vermunt, 2003). While we cannot assume that research findings on secondary school 

teachers would apply to post-secondary instructors, some parallels in context might make applicability to 

instructors plausible. First of all, both secondary school teachers’ and instructors’ primary responsibility is to 

teach. Secondly, secondary school teachers as well as instructors are often organized in groups or departments 

teaching the same subject matter or program, but spend large amounts of their working hours in the classroom 

with their students. Yet, while secondary school teachers receive teacher training, which usually includes 

workplace practicums in schools, instructors usually start teaching with little preparation in the art and craft of 

teaching.  

Broadly speaking, professional learning activities can be organized in four groups (cf. Hoekstra et al. 

2009a). The first group is learning by experimenting, or ‘trying out something new’. This deliberate activity is 

aimed at expanding one’s teaching repertoire by experimenting with new techniques, materials, assignments, or 

teaching approaches.  

Experimenting is often accompanied by a second category of activities: getting ideas from others. In the 

ED literature learning with and from colleagues is encouraged through faculty learning communities (e.g., Cox & 

Richlin, 2004), teaching triads (e.g., Mount Royal University, 2013), mentoring (Johnson, 2006), and the 

collaborative process of developing curriculum (Stiehl & Lewchuk, 2008). In the workplace, instructors might 

initiate activities to learn from others by seeking advice from colleagues (Hoekstra, et al. 2009b) or informally 
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discussing experiences in the office bank (Eraut, 2004). Research on teacher learning in collaboration indicates 

that forms of collaboration might range from experience swapping, and sharing materials, which has less 

implications for learning, to intensive collaboration in projects where team members’ work is dependent on the 

work of their colleagues. Such interdependent collaboration yield more opportunities for learning, as team 

members are forced to be explicit about their ideas and negotiate a way forward (Little, 2002; Meirink et al., 

2009).  

Our second category also includes the idea of learning from and with the students. The importance of 

student feedback might be an aspect where instructor professional learning may differ from professional learning 

of secondary school teachers. Student feedback is a common component of faculty assessment in universities 

(e.g., Seldin, 2006), as well as two year colleges (e.g., Cross & Steadman, 1994). In many post-secondary 

institutions, formal student feedback is a mandatory part of college or university life, and many post-secondary 

teachers also seek informal feedback from their students.  

A third category of activities relates to reflection, either alone or in discussion with colleagues or students. 

In order to keep developing as a teaching professional throughout their teaching career, teaching professionals 

should engage in reflective practice (Zeichner & Liu, 2010). Hoekstra & Korthagen (2011) state: “The concept of 

teacher reflection has its origins in the work of Dewey (1933/1998) and has become an important theme in teacher 

education [as supported by scholarly works such as] Calderhead, 1989; Hatton & Smith, 1995; Jay & Johnson, 

2002; Schön, 1983; Zeichner & Liston,1987” (p. 78). Educational developers highly support reflective practice in 

post-secondary teachers (e.g., Amundson & Wilson, 2012; Brookfield, 1995; Cross & Steadman, 1994), and 

workplace learning literature also stresses the importance of reflection in productive work environments (Van 

Woerkom & Croon, 2008). Combinations of activities including experimenting, seeking feedback, and reflection 

have been integrated into more systematic approaches to improving undergraduate graduation, including the 

scholarship of teaching and learning (McKinney, 2007; Hutchings, Huber, & Ciccone, 2011), and in the practices 

of learning communities amongst post-secondary educators (e.g., Cox & Richlin, 2004; Sipple & Lightner, 2013). 

Our fourth category is referred to as ‘learning by doing’. The process of learning in the workplace can be 

self-directed or unintentional (Marsick & Watkins, 1990). Unintentional learning happens, for instance, when 

receiving unsolicited feedback or facing unexpected outcomes of work activities. Eraut (2004) calls this ‘reactive 

learning’. Professional learning may also happen implicitly, meaning beyond the learner’s awareness (Eraut, 

2004, Hoekstra et al., 2007). Consider, for instance, the socialization process of new hires into their new 

workplace culture or mimicking the professional behaviour of more experienced colleagues, as it happens through 

legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and modeling (Lunenberg, Korthagen, & Svennen, 

2007). Teachers themselves typically refer to reactive and implicit learning as learning from experience or 

learning by doing (Lohman & Woolf, 2006). Because learning by doing is by definition unplanned and 

spontaneous (Eraut, 2004; Hoekstra et al., 2007), this type of learning is not discussed in educational development 

literature, as educational development initiatives have explicit goals and are deliberately organized for the purpose 

of faculty development.  

Learning activities play a central role in our definition of learning. In cognitive theories of individual 

learning, most conceptualizations of learning imply a relatively lasting change in behavior or capacity for 

behavior (Shuell, 1986). In our research we build on this conceptualization by defining learning as engaging in 

observable and mental activities (Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011) that lead to a change in behaviours, knowledge, 

beliefs, and/or attitudes (cf. Bakkenes et al., 2010; Hoekstra et al., 2009a; Stes et al., 2010). In this definition, 

learning outcomes can be individual, where an individual transforms existing knowledge or beliefs or deploys 

new behaviour as a result of undertaking certain activities. However, our definition also allows for learning 

outcomes to reside partially outside the individual learner, for instance by formulating new guidelines for future 

practice that will then be adopted by new colleagues. Stes et al. (2010) similarly identified “change among 

colleagues” (p. 29) as a potential outcome of educational development.  
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2.2 Context and Culture 

Each of the three bodies of literature stresses that the workplace context plays a role in the professional learning 

process (e.g., Amundsen & Wilson, 2012; Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Sambrook, 2005). Bound (2011), for 

instance, describes: “Contextual factors such as allocation of tasks, structuring of work (i.e., the division of 

labour) and encounters and relationships with people at work impact on individual participation and expectations 

of performance and progress” (p109). The importance granted to the context as a factor in the learning process 

depends on the perspective adopted by the researchers. For instance, the model of teachers’ learning patterns 

proposed by Vermunt and Endedijk (2011) displays how an interactive process of learning determinants and 

learning activities is influenced by both personal factors as well as contextual factors. In this model of learning 

patterns, the context is considered a factor influencing learning, with a one directional arrow from context to 

learning pattern. Yet, other studies show that the relationship between context and professional learning is not 

one-directional. Not only can instructional development initiatives change institutional practices (Stes et al. 2010), 

individual teachers themselves shape the learning environments within their departments. Hoekstra, et al (2009b) 

illustrate how teachers play an active role in shaping their workplace as a learning environment, by demonstrating 

how the very learning activities undertaken by teachers during their daily work, such as seeking feedback, 

discussions with colleagues, sharing materials, reporting experiments with new assignments or strategies, all 

shape instructors’ immediate workplace as a learning environment for themselves and their colleagues. In 

addition, Hoekstra et al (2009b) describe how teachers’ perception of colleagues’ and supervisors’ behaviours 

influence their own learning behaviour. Thus, context doesn’t directly impact teacher learning, but this impact is 

mediated by the teacher’s own perception of the context. Sambrook (2005), who publishes in the field of Human 

Resource Development (HRD), similarly noted that professionals are not mere victims of their work environment:  

 

While organizational factors can influence how work is scheduled and monitored, causing a lack of time 

and facilities for learning, individuals, managers and HRD practitioners could act to influence the culture 

of the organization, and thus shift the focus from a task to a learning orientation. (p. 114) 

 

In organizational learning theory, four elements have been identified as practices that promote both individual and 

organizational learning: 1) A nurturing learning environment; 2) Using self-evaluation as a way of promoting 

learning; 3) Examining core and implicit values, assumptions, and beliefs underpinning institutional practices via 

introspection and reflection; 4) The availability of knowledge management systems that leverage resources, core 

capabilities, and expertise of staff (Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 391). Fuller and Unwin (2011) provide 

characteristics of workplaces with an ‘expansive’ (i.e., nurturing) learning environment. Such expansive learning 

environments include 1) opportunities for staff members to work with various work teams, 2) an existing vision of 

workplace learning, 3) recognition of and support for workers as learners, 4) workforce development used as 

vehicle for aligning goals of the organization and of the individual, 5) planned time off-the-job for reflection and 

deeper learning, 6) managers are given time to support workforce development and facilitate workplace learners, 

and 7) workers given discretion to make judgments and contribute to decision-making (p. 52).   

In addition to perspectives on learning as an individual process of acquisition, or knowledge construction, 

there are scholars who propose that learning is rather a process of participation in culturally determined practices 

(Sfard, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991). These perspectives consider cultural practices as the main source and 

outcome of learning. Engeström (2011), for instance, conceptualizes activity systems in which the participants 

enacts activities that are determined by social and cultural practices, political contexts, policies and procedures. 

Within activity systems, actors use cultural tools and work towards an outcome that makes sense within the 

existing context. Expansive learning occurs as actors within existing activity systems start to question the status 

quo and slowly start to transform the activity system (p. 91). Participants may bring their experience of activity 

systems from previous settings to a new context where they meet others who bring a different set of experiences 

and different activity systems to the situation. Conflicts and misunderstanding may emerge that require mutual 

dialogue and trust to be resolved and worked through (Dochy et al., 2011).  

 Departments in vocational institutes form smaller learning environments within a larger institutional 

environment. It can be expected that each department has its own subculture and that one department chair more 

actively support workplace learning than another. Our study allows us to compare and contrast instructor 
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professional learning within five different departments, to identify ways in which departmental and institutional 

factors interact with instructor professional learning activities.  

 

2.3 Individual Differences  

Teachers’ past experiences, as students and early in their teaching careers, affect their workplace learning (Opfer 

& Pedder, 2011; Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011). Furthermore, a teacher’s “orientation to learning has an extremely 

strong influence on how or what he or she learns” (Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 389). Teacher education literature 

has well established evidence that teachers’ own beliefs about how people learn are deeply rooted in their 

experience as students in the school system (Korthagen, 1988). Such beliefs influence not only how teachers 

teach, but also how they themselves go about learning at work (Bolhuis & Voeten, 2004; Richardson, 1996). 

Bijaard et al (2004) point out that such beliefs about learning are closely linked to teachers’ professional identity, 

that is, their understanding of their own role as teacher.  

 Besides beliefs about learning, a teacher’s motivation to learn also plays an important role in professional 

learning. In their study of teacher learning, Van Eekelen et al. (2006) identify the “will to learn” as a key 

explanation for why teachers do not always learn despite intention or interest. They define will to learn as a 

psychological state that involves “a desire to learn, experiment, and see or do something that has not been seen or 

done before” (p. 411). In displaying a will to learn, they found three groupings of teachers: those who did not see 

the need to learn; those who wondered how to learn; and those who were eager to learn (p. 408). 

 Finally, teachers differ in the extent to which they regulate their learning. In their review of teacher 

learning, Vermunt and Endedijk (2011) identify different types of teachers’ self-regulation of learning including 

passive versus active, and prospective versus retrospective regulation of learning. Retrospective regulation 

involves reactive and non-deliberate activities, while prospective regulation involves goal setting and planned 

learning.  

Vermunt & Endedijk (2011) propose a model of teacher learning that shows interactions between 

teachers’ beliefs on learning about teaching, motivations to learn about teaching, and regulation of their own 

learning (Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011). The model shows how the interaction between beliefs, motivation and 

regulation determines teachers’ learning activities. Vermunt and Endedijk call the way these factors interact in a 

teacher a learning pattern.  

The importance of individual factors is also discussed in workplace learning literature; participation and 

learning through work are “person-dependent” and are shaped by that individual’s life history, which in turn 

shapes how and what they learn (Billet, 2011, p. 62). Van Woerkom and Croon (2008) identified differences in 

the extent to which employees engage in critically reflective work behavior. Straka (2003) identified differences 

in the extent to which employees differ in self-directness of their learning. Yet, scholars of workplace learning 

remind us that individual factors do not occur in a void; personal contributions to learning are interdependent on 

and negotiated with social experiences at work (Billet, 2011; Eraut, 2011).  

 

2.4 Research questions 

The present paper aims to answer the following questions:  

What learning activities do instructors at an Alberta post-secondary institute report in the context of the 

introduction of an ePortfolio approach?  

How are these learning activities related to instructors’ learning patterns and the beliefs about work and learning 

they bring from their original trade or profession? 

How are these learning activities related to contextual and departmental factors?   

 

3. Research Context 

The site of study is an Albertan post-secondary vocational institute which offers two-year diploma programs, 

degree programs, and professional certificates with approximately 1,200 faculty and 80,000 full-time and part-

time students. The different departments provide apprenticeship training, diploma and degree programs in a 

diverse range of fields including trades, building construction and design, engineering and applied sciences, health 

and safety, IT and electronics, business and administration, and culinary arts. In Alberta, trades education is 
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governed by Alberta Industry Training (AIT), a subdivision of the ministry of Enterprise and Advanced 

Education. AIT determines the curriculum, numbers of seats in each trade program per year, as well as the 

number of hours students should spend in the classroom. Typically, students become trade apprentices, find a job, 

and need to accumulate work hours before they enter the classroom. Most trade programs are eight weeks, and 

instructors teach five eight week intakes per year. Diploma programs at the institute are developed in 

collaboration with industry advisory boards. Active involvement from industry advisory boards ensures that 

program outcomes prepare students for success in their future place of work. At the time of the first pilot, an 

institutional effort was underway to increase collaboration with industry representatives, and redevelop the 

curriculum of diploma programs accordingly.  

 

3.1 New Approach to Faculty Development and Performance Evaluation 

In 2009, the institute formed a task force to create a comprehensive faculty development and performance 

evaluation (FDPE) process. A literature review was performed to guide the task force’s work, which suggested 

that faculty development is enhanced by receiving feedback on several aspects of one’s performance, as well as 

reflecting on that feedback. It was thus determined that the main priority of the task force was to support faculty 

development since it was found that seeking, reflecting on, and responding to ongoing, regular, timely feedback 

are key to effective professional development. The task force also recognized the need for performance evaluation 

so the institute could implement a standardized, systematic approach to understand the strengths of its faculty. All 

three researchers participated in this task force in some capacity.  

The task force designed, with input from over 200 faculty members via surveys and focus groups, the 

following guiding principles for the new FDPE process to be piloted at the institute: 1) Faculty development is 

enhanced by reflection on frequently collected feedback with regard to multiple aspects of one’s job; 2) 

Triangulation of feedback sources provides a more comprehensive picture of professional performance, than 

feedback from a single source; 3) Feedback needs to be timely so that changes can be made that affect those who 

provided the feedback; 4) Faculty are responsible for their continuous professional development and should be 

able to provide evidence of their professional development.  

From the literature and these guiding principles, the ePortfolio approach was created as a process of 

collecting feedback from several sources (e.g., students, peers, staff), reflecting on it, using the new insights to 

improve teaching, and documenting professional growth in an online electronic portfolio tool, Mahara. The 

ePortfolio approach includes two mandatory feedback instruments and dozens of voluntary tools. The mandatory 

instruments are: an online standardized student survey for those faculty who teach, and a standardized leadership 

survey for those faculty in a formal leadership (i.e., department chair) position. Aggregated student responses to 

the student survey are sent to the instructor. Aggregated staff responses to the leadership survey are sent to the 

department chair or associate chair for whom the feedback was intended. The remaining voluntary feedback tools 

are housed on the institute’s internal website, and can be administered by faculty themselves. Instructors are 

expected to collect feedback and reflect on it, and document their feedback, reflections, and achievements in an 

electronic portfolio tool. This tool was hosted externally to mitigate staff concerns around privacy and ownership 

of the ePortfolio. The faculty members had full control over what goes in the portfolio and who sees which parts 

of the ePortfolio.  

The ePortfolio approach was piloted in two phases; the first phase was with 32 participants from five 

departments from September-December 2011. The second phase was piloted with 92 participants from eight 

departments from September-December 2012. The present paper is based on interviews collected in conjunction 

with the first pilot. In this first pilot, participants received eight hours of orientation to the ePortfolio approach, 

receiving workshops on reflective practice and instructions on the four steps involved in the approach: 1) Faculty 

collected feedback from multiple sources (students, peers, supervisor) on multiple aspects; 2) Faculty compiled 

feedback in their ePortfolio, reflected on it, and made changes if necessary; 3) Based on feedback and reflection, 
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the faculty member formulated goals for future growth; 4) Faculty shared their ePortfolio with their supervisor, 

and collaboratively assessed performance, and determine goals for the next year. This discussion also allows the 

supervisor to provide coaching and support to the faculty member.  

 

4. Methods 

In conjunction with the pilot, the task force collected data from the interview participants to evaluate the pilot of 

the ePortfolio approach. The evaluation was aimed at finding out what worked, what didn’t and how the process 

could be improved. Following the first pilot, one leader and 1-2 randomly selected faculty members from each 

participating department were recruited to participate in an audio-taped, open-ended, semi-structured, 

conversational interview. The focus of this paper is to re-analyze these interviews in more depth and study the 

workplace learning activities, workplace learning patterns, departmental, institutional and governmental contexts 

and cultures.  

 

4.1 Participants 

Twelve instructors from the programs that participated in the first pilot were interviewed. Program instructor 

counts ranged from three to eight instructors per program. The sample included the chair and one instructor from 

two trades programs. One chair and one instructor from a small health technology program were interviewed. The 

other two programs were a business program and a media and design program. Because these programs were 

somewhat larger, we interviewed the chair and two instructors from these two programs. Four of the five chairs 

also had a partial teaching load. Participating instructors ranged in experience from two years to 35 years of 

teaching experience, and ranged in age from mid-thirties to mid-sixties. Before coming to the institute, all 

participants worked in the profession or trade they currently teach. None of the participants have received teacher 

education through a Bachelor degree in Education.  

 

4.2 Recruitment and data collection 

This research analyzes interview data from five department chairs and seven faculty from five different 

departments. The five programs volunteered to participate in the pilot, knowing that there would be an evaluation 

component to it. From the smaller programs, one instructor was randomly selected to be interviewed, and in the 

slightly larger programs two instructors were randomly selected to be interviewed. Randomization was achieved 

by a random number generator. All randomly selected pilot participants agreed to participate in the interview. 

Individual ePortfolios were not analyzed as data for the research project. The interview questions probed the 

extent of the participants’ adoption of the ePortfolio approach including the type of feedback they collected, what 

they did with this feedback including any examples they may have of how they used it to improve their work, any 

formal reflections they may have recorded, and the types of documents (if any) they uploaded to Mahara as part of 

their ePortfolio. Participants were asked if they met with their supervisor to discuss the contents of their 

ePortfolio, and whether or not this conversation supported their professional growth. The interviewers also asked 

the participants to detail the factors they believe helped and/or hindered the creation of their ePortfolio, and 

whether the participant plans to continue to use the ePortfolio after the pilot project had finished. Refer to 

Appendix 1 for a complete list of interview questions.  

 

4.3 Data analysis and interpretation 

Interviews were transcribed and then analyzed by the three researchers. After reading each interview three times, 

initial codes were developed based on the emerging themes. A description for each code was created, tested, 

revised, and refined by all three researchers to allow for coding inter-reliability. Attention to descriptive validity, 

and a search for counter- or conflicting evidence to determine interpretive validity (Berings et al., 2006) also 

enabled us to be sensitive to data that do not fit these frameworks and allowed us to determine coding inter-
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reliability between researchers. The interviews and the codes were inputted into NVivo, the qualitative data 

analysis software. Subcategories were developed from these themes based on analytical frameworks from the 

literature review and the interview data. NVivo allowed us to generate a report of the codes and subcodes 

pertaining to each interviewee. This enabled us to develop a matrix for cross-case analysis, where similarities and 

differences between interviewees were highlighted. Cross-case analysis examined any relationships between 

categories. It allowed us for instance to find out what interplay of factors contributed to a higher degree of 

adoption of the ePortfolio approach versus a lower degree of adoption. The cross-case analysis matrix is included 

in the analysis section, along with a discussion of patterns we identified.  

 

4.4 Trustworthiness & limitations 

In addressing the concerns of validity and reliability in qualitative research, Guba (1981) referred to the alternate 

concept of trustworthiness. Trustworthiness is established through credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility was obtained by sharing a first report of the findings with the interviewees to confirm 

that our interpretations resonated with them. Not all interviewees responded, but those who did supported our 

interpretations. In addition, the fact that the researchers are familiar with the research setting increases the 

credibility of our interpretations. Transferability pertains to the extent to which the findings might apply in a 

different setting. Since the small sample size doesn’t allow for generalizability, we describe our context and our 

findings in depth so as to allow the reader to estimate to what extent the findings might apply in other, similar, 

contexts. Dependability refers to the extent to which analysis was conducted consistently. Dependability was 

achieved through establishing inter-rater reliability for the coding of the main-categories, and by collaborative 

coding of sub-categories. Disagreements or conflicts in interpretation were resolved by discussion with all three 

researchers. Confirmability refers to the extent to which the findings are un-biased. One way of contributing to 

confirmability is triangulation of data. Unfortunately, for this paper we only had one data source to work with. 

However, we aim to increase confirmability by accurately representing the words and experiences of the 

participants, and by including our analytical framework and examples of coding categories in the results section 

of this paper. Limitations pertain to the limited number of interviewees, the fact that we only have one data 

source, and the fact that all interviewees work in the same institutional context. However, the vastly different 

types of programs interviewees work in contribute to the variety of professional learning patterns, professional 

cultures, and professional learning environments studied.  

 

4.5 Ethical considerations 

This research did not proceed until approval was gained from the institute’s Research Ethics Board. Each 

department volunteered to participate in the pilot project. Participants from each department were randomly 

selected and recruited by email, which included information about the research objectives and sample interview 

questions, as well as an informed consent form. This information was reviewed and informed consent was 

confirmed at the beginning of each interview. Participants were aware that they were able to retract any interview 

data or remove themselves from the research project at any time. The interview data was kept strictly confidential 

and every effort was made to protect the identities of the participants in the transcription and analysis of the 

interview data. 

Due to the relationship between faculty development and performance evaluation, this research topic 

involved a minor risk of stress to the participants. In addition, the interviewers are also employed by the institute, 

which risked causing stress due the fear that information discussed in the interview may not be kept confidential. 

To maximally reduce their stress, each participant was given ample time to make an informed decision about 

whether or not to consent to and proceed with the interviews. The importance of confidentiality and the measures 

of how their identity would be protected were explained at the start of each interview along with the informed 
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consent procedures. Interviews were conducted at a time and date chosen by each participant. The interview 

location was a private meeting room in an area of the instiute that does not have much foot traffic.   

 

5. Findings  

 

The purpose of this study was to describe the professional learning activities that instructors undertake within the 

context of the introduction of the ePortfolio approach at a post-secondary vocational institution, and to relate these 

learning activities to the way instructors usually learn at work, their beliefs about their responsibilities as an 

instructor, and the work demands, practices, and workplace culture within their departments. Participation in the 

ePortfolio approach pilot involved: 1) Faculty collecting feedback from multiple sources (students, peers, 

supervisor) on multiple aspects; 2) Faculty compiling feedback in their ePortfolio, reflecting on it, and making 

changes if necessary; 3) Based on feedback and reflection, the faculty member formulating goals for future 

growth; 4) Faculty sharing their ePortfolio with their supervisor, and collaboratively assessing performance, and 

determine goals for next year. Section 3.1 provides more information on the design and implementation of the 

ePortfolio approach.  

From the 32 pilot participants, 12 were selected to be interviewed. For details about selection of 

interviewees, refer to section 4.2. In the first stage of the interview analysis, we identified recurring themes. After 

discussing our ideas, we created initial descriptions of the themes. With these initial descriptions we analysed the 

interviews independently to verify that our theme descriptions were precise enough for detailed analysis. This 

didn’t appear to be the case, so based on further discussion theme descriptions were further refined, until 

researchers were able to code interviews independently and achieve over 80% of identical code allocations.  

The first theme identified in this early stage of analysis was adoption of the ePortfolio approach with 

respect to collecting feedback and reflecting on it, as well as to the creation and sharing of the ePortfolio with a 

supervisor and/or colleagues. The second theme was effects of the ePortfolio approach on the ideas and/or 

practices of the pilot participants. The third theme related to the participants’ view of the ePortfolio approach, 

particularly their view of the ePortfolio process and of the electronic portfolio tool Mahara. The fourth theme, 

learning pattern, describes the learning activities the participants normally use to improve their work and 

themselves as instructors. The fifth theme, departmental factors, included different factors within the department 

affecting the implementation of the ePortfolio approach. Within this theme are four sub-themes including 

departmental context, external factors that were outside the control of the department members (e.g., government-

regulated curriculum changes or participating in institutional initiatives), departmental culture, which refers to 

customs and practices that the department members enacted together such as frequent interaction or collaboration, 

supervisory meeting, which describes the discussion (or not) of the participant’s ePortfolio with their supervisor, 

and supervisory support, the extent to which the participant’s supervisor supported their participation in the 

ePortfolio approach.  

All interviews were coded with these seven themes, which allowed us to conduct a cross-case analysis by 

comparing and contrasting the participants’ interview responses in relation to each theme. For instance, it allowed 

us to see differences between participants in the extent to which they adopted the feedback and reflection aspect 

of the ePortfolio approach, as well as the extent to which they adopted the whole process of the ePortfolio 

approach as described in the beginning of this section. These comparisons allowed us to create subcategories 

describing each participant’s attributes related to each theme. In following section we will describe each theme 

and its subcategories in more detail. 

 

5.1 Adoption of the ePortfolio approach 

Adoption of the ePortfolio approach refers to the extent of participation (or not) in the ePortfolio approach 

including the collection of feedback, any formal reflections, the creation of an ePortfolio (partial or complete), 
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and any sharing or discussing of their ePortfolio with their supervisor or peers. Most participants had collected 

and reflected on the mandatory feedback survey, but not everyone had created an ePortfolio; thus, two main sub-

themes relating to adoption of the ePortfolio approach were created: adoption of the ePortfolio approach with 

respect to collecting feedback and adoption of the ePortfolio with respect to creating and sharing the ePortfolio.  

 

5.1.1 Adoption of the ePortfolio approach with respect to collecting feedback 

This sub-theme encompasses the extent to which the participants adopted the ePortfolio approach regarding the 

collection of feedback and reflecting on that feedback, and any sharing or discussing of the feedback and 

reflections with their department chair or peers.  Within this sub-theme, we were able to find five subsets of 

participants.  

The first group did not collect feedback. This group consists of three instructors who did not collect 

feedback at all or did not receive many responses to the feedback tools. The first instructor did not have students 

to collect feedback from during the pilot: “because I don't instruct any students directly, I didn't get a chance to 

gather feedback from any students” (A20) as well as one instructor who did not collect any feedback from 

students because s/he feels s/he doesn’t need to learn from feedback anymore because s/he is close to retirement: 

“I'm not interested in feedback at all at this stage” (E21). The second group includes five instructors who had 

collected feedback and reflected on it. Whether or not the reflections are recorded in some way varies amongst 

participants. In response to the student feedback, instructor B20 stated: “there were some things that I wrote down 

to keep in mind”. Most instructors in this group collected feedback through the mandatory formal feedback 

survey; however, some gathered both formal and informal student feedback:  

 

How did this go?  What worked?  What didn't work?  Did you guys get it?  Did you not get it?  Or I 

usually try and have little assessments along the way.  And if I notice that a lot of the people haven't got 

this, I bring it up.  And then it lets me understand what I need to spend more time on before I continue 

going.  Because if they don't get that then they're not going to get that.  So I like to do that.  At the end of 

the semester I always open the door and I say, Okay.  Just punch holes in the course.  Tell me what just 

did not work. (C21) 

 

The third subset collected some form of feedback, reflected on it, shared it with the people who provided 

the feedback and/or their colleagues. This subset included two chairs, including instructor E10, who collected 

leadership feedback from staff, reflected on it, and shared this feedback with staff in one-on-one conversations. 

The other chair in this subset shared the results of their student feedback and staff feedback with all staff through 

Mahara. The fourth subset includes two instructors who collected feedback, reflected on it, and shared feedback 

with their supervisor. Instructor E20 indicated s/he was willing to share the feedback they received with anyone 

who might be interested: “my thing is, anybody want to see it?”.  

 All in all, only two instructors ended up sharing their feedback with their supervisors, as they were 

instructed during the orientation. In the remainder of the result section instructors descriptions of both individual 

and contextual factors might provide some insight into this surprising outcome.   

 

5.1.2 Adoption of the ePortfolio approach with respect to creating and sharing the ePortfolio 

The adoption of the ePortfolio approach as a whole, including the documentation of feedback, reflections, and 

achievements in an electronic portfolio was equally varied in the extent to which it was embraced by instructors. 

Five instructors did not create an ePortfolio in Mahara. In response to the question: to what extent did you use 

the ePortfolio approach one instructor responded: “I used Moodle for the students to put things on there, 

documents or PowerPoints that they might like, but I didn't use Mahara at all.” (B20).  Another instructor 

explained: “I haven't been able to use the ePortfolio approach.  I've had a very busy schedule, and people in my 
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department were sick” (D20). Three instructors uploaded some feedback and/or achievements. For instance 

instructor C10 explained:  

 

Well, what I did was I collected as much information as we had gone through from resumes to student 

feedback to staff feedback.  And what I did was I put folders together and collected them all and then had 

to put them into the shell. 

 

Two instructors uploaded some feedback and/or achievements and shared their portfolio with their 

colleagues. Mahara has a built in ability for instructors to share the contents of their portfolio with selected 

colleagues. Instructor A20 described how s/he shared the contents of his/her portfolio: “That just kind of putting 

them out there, I think, helped. And for ePortfolios, one of my coworkers created a group for our department, and 

we all joined it, and then we shared our profiles with each other. ” Two other instructors uploaded feedback 

and/or achievements, and shared their portfolio with colleagues and their supervisor. Instructor A10 recalls: “I 

talked with my supervisor about the [responses I received on the] leadership survey and my portfolio”. 

 While only two instructors created an actual ePortfolio and shared it with their supervisor, as instructed, 

seven did create a profile in Mahara and uploaded some documents reflecting their feedback or achievements, and 

of these seven, four shared their ePortfolio with their colleagues.  

 

5.2 Effects of the adoption of the ePortfolio approach 

In addition to the extent to which the ePortfolio approach was implemented by the participants, we also wanted to 

know whether the participants experienced any effects of the approach in their practice or way of thinking. The 

theme effects of the adoption of the ePortfolio approach refers to reported outcomes resulting from the 

implementation of and/or participation in the ePortfolio approach including changed attitudes/behaviours, 

different ways of doing things (individual or departmental), or intentions for new behaviours. In terms of effects 

of the adoption, two participants experienced no effects, and did not intend to continue using the approach. A 

second group of two instructors reported to be happy with the fact that the approach helps make their chair aware 

of all the work they do. For instance, instructor C20 reported:  

 

And there's a reason why I'm putting all this stuff in.  Because I'm pretty sure our supervisor [the 

department chair] has a pretty good idea of what we're doing, but sometimes he might not remember just 

all the work that all of us staff do. (C20)  

 

A third group of two instructors reported that the ePortfolio approach made them think more explicitly 

about their professional development. For instance, instructor E20 indicated “I think the one thing it did for me 

was it made me think, Do I document enough?”.  

A fourth subset of four instructors reported that their participating in the ePortfolio approach has 

increased their awareness of their strengths and areas for improvement and helped them improve their practice. 

Instructor A10 reported for instance: “Yeah, I think so, definitely, and it helped me pinpoint things that I need to 

work on for sure, yeah.” Instructor B10 described an improvement in practice as a result of feedback received:  

 

So I may talk to one associate chair and not the other.  So one doesn't know what the other hand is doing.  

So with that in mind, then I try to be more inclusive now [that I received that feedback] because I really 

wasn't that conscious of it.   

 

Instructor B20 also reported to use feedback to improve: 
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Well, for example, I often provided the students with objectives that they can fill out as they read their 

module, and my objectives were not up to date with the current [student readers].  I hadn't had time to 

change them.  So they didn't exactly go in the right order and sometimes there was stuff that they didn't 

need to know anymore, and they really didn't like the fact that those were not up to date. … So I went 

back, and I did change them for the next group.  

 

Finally, instructor E10, who is chair over several programs, reported: 

 

It's more of the communication aspect, which in their mind that I wasn't giving enough effort or attention 

to their program.  But at the same time, we need to meet more often.  That was one of the faculty 

concerns made by one of the faculty members.  So yep, we'll meet more often.  

 

An additional two instructors similarly reported increased awareness of strengths and areas for improvement, 

improvements to their practice as well as an increase in reflection. For instance, instructor C21 indicated: 

 

Now I've got things that I'm thinking; I could do that to get better feedback, or I could do this.  So it 

helped me think about what I'm going to do in the future for my professional development definitely. It 

also identifies what I could probably use more training on.  So it kind of helps me plan. 

 

Instructor A20 added: 

 

But, yeah, it does help me to outline my goals.  Definitely it helped me to identify new ideas and kind of 

have a place to put them down and things that I want to do with the program to, you know -- in terms of 

organization of the second year, clinical experience, different ways that we can -- because our students are 

so far away.  

 

5.3 View of the ePortfolio approach 

During the interviews, the participants expressed their personal attitude towards and understanding of the purpose 

ePortfolio approach (including Mahara and/or the role of technology) as a tool for PD, displaying 

accomplishments, and/or social networking. This includes the extent to which the participant likes and/or sees 

value of the ePortfolio approach. In analyzing their views of the components of the ePortfolio approach, three 

subthemes emerged: overall view of the ePortfolio approach, view of Mahara, and view of the feedback tools used 

in the ePortfolio approach.  

5.3.1 Overall view of the ePortfolio approach 

This sub-theme concerns the view of the participants regarding benefits or added value in the ePortfolio approach. 

Three participants did not see any benefit or added value (D20 & E21). Instructor D20’s lack of adoption was 

given as a reason for why s/he did not find any benefit in the ePortfolio process: “Because I didn't really access 

information.  I didn't input the information”. Instructor E21 didn’t see the point of the ePortfolio for a person like 

him/herself at the end of their career. In contrast, instructor E20 did not see any benefit because the approach was 

similar to the learning processes s/he usually engages in; in that respect, there was no added value.  

  Nine participants saw benefit or added value in the ePortfolio approach. Five participants thought the 

ePortfolio was a good opportunity to store feedback, reflections, and achievements in one place. Instructor A20 

liked the ePortfolio because: “it is good to have a place to put all that kind of stuff down, your goals and even just 

your plans for the department”. Four participants thought that the ePortfolio approach was a good opportunity to 

reflect performance for the purpose of identifying any gaps or areas for future growth. Participant C21 found 
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value because “it helped me think about what I'm going to do in the future for my professional development 

definitely. It also identifies what I could probably use more training on.  So it kind of helps me plan”. Three 

participants felt that the ePortfolio approach was helpful in making supervisors aware of the work their instructors 

do. For example, instructor C20 expressed: 

 

And that's where I do see the point where the supervisor might see that, Oh, wow.  You've done this.  

Have you done this?  Have you done this?  You know they had forgotten, or they didn't know because 

they're busy managing their department. 

 

Another benefit expressed by three participants was that it was nice to get good performance re-affirmed or 

reinforced. For instructor B10: “It reassured me that I was doing some things right”. From a leadership point of 

view, three chairs expressed that it was a good opportunity to collect formal feedback from their staff; while 

student feedback had been mandatory for many years, prior to the ePortfolio approach pilot, a formal leadership 

survey for chairs and associate chairs had not ever been implemented at the institute. After receiving feedback on 

the leadership survey about an issue in the department, instructor A10 expressed that the ePortfolio process was a 

“good opportunity for the leaders to ask for assistance” from their own supervisors.  

  Of the nine participants who saw benefit or added value to the ePortfolio process, five felt that they would 

have liked to have used it more than they actually did. For instance, participant C21: 

 

To be honest, I feel I didn't use it enough.  I didn't use everything that was potential in it, and I saw there's 

a lot of potential.  And I probably will use it when I have time to actually sit down and make it work for 

how I do things.  

 

The participants provided various reasons for not engaging with the ePortfolio approach as much as they wanted 

to. It is interesting to note that all five participants who expressed a desire to have used the ePortfolio approach 

more than they actually did display medium-to-high levels of adoption with respect to either the collection of 

feedback or the creation of an ePortfolio (discussed in Section 5.1.1 and 5.1.2).  

5.3.2 View of Mahara 

A second sub-theme of view of the ePortfolio approach is the view of Mahara, the online software used by the 

participants to create their ePortfolios. One instructor did not access or use Mahara at all, and therefore did not 

express any views on the software. Two instructors felt that Mahara was difficult to learn. Neither of these 

instructors used Mahara to create an ePortfolio; the primary reason for this was that they were not comfortable 

with technology, including learning new technological tools or social media. Instructor B10 explains: 

 

Back to Mahara, I guess I'm not a social media person.  I don't use Facebook.  I don't use MyPage or any 

of that, so I really wasn't invested in it.  If I was applying for a different job, I could see it, right.  I wasn't 

comfortable enough to use it for, like, a [performance review] presentation to my boss.  

 

Four instructors did not see much added value in Mahara. Two instructors did not like the process of uploading 

paper documentation to Mahara’s web site. Instructor D10 explains: “I think it would be just much easier just to 

have a folder and have a file in your hard drive just to deposit stuff”. Other instructors felt that Mahara was too 

much work to learn. For example, instructor C20 expressed: “It did more than I needed it to do, and it was one 

more piece of software that I need to learn”. Despite these concerns, three of these instructors created an 

ePortfolio using the software.  



 

Supporting Professional Learning of Teachers in Post-Secondary Vocational Education 

 
16 

Finally, five instructors thought Mahara was easy to learn. For example, instructor A10 stated: “I think the tool 

was easy, yeah”. Another instructor (C21) gave examples of different types of software s/he recently learned and 

implemented in her/his practice as a means of explaining why Mahara was easy to learn:  

 

I'm excited to learn about the software.  Because I'm on iPad now, I don't use my notepads as much 

anymore as I do my iPad, right?  And I have just downloaded this fabulous app that allows me to cluster, 

brainstorm. 

 

Of the five participants who thought Mahara was easy to learn, only three used it to create an ePortfolio. For 

instructor E21, Mahara was easy because s/he had been using paper-based portfolios for many years:  

“It was fine.  I mean, it's just an online version of what I've had for 30 odd years”; his/her impending retirement 

was the stated reason for not creating the ePortfolio. Instructor E10 did not create an ePortfolio because despite 

seeing value in the ePortfolio process and in Mahara, his/her daily responsibilities took precedence: “For my job, I 

don't have enough time to go and do Mahara and put my reflections up there”.  

 

5.3.3 View of the feedback tools used in the ePortfolio approach 

Views of the online feedback tool were omitted from the cross-case analysis as the participants all had similar 

issues with the mandatory student feedback survey. Issues faced were: problems with the technology, where 

students wouldn’t get the survey or wouldn’t get it in time. Participants who did receive the student feedback were 

either unsatisfied with the low response rates on the survey, or unsatisfied with the implementation, or both. Low 

response rates were related to the technological problems, as well as to the fact that students were asked to 

comment on all their instructors, resulting in some students being asked to respond to eight surveys at once.  

 

5.4 Learning pattern 

In discussing the ePortfolio approach as a means of faculty development and performance evaluation (FDPE), 

participants often referred to the way they normally go about improving their work and themselves as instructors. 

As such, the theme learning pattern is used to describe how the participant usually learns or reflects to improve 

their teaching practice or stay current, and the typical process they undergo to record these reflections (or not). 

This theme applies to expressions of a wish/want/desire to learn, and the instructor’s views on learning, the 

importance of growth, as well as the purpose of feedback and professional development. Two instructors (B20 & 

D20) did not talk about how they normally improve their work.  

 The first group was one instructor who expressed no desire to learn from feedback or reflection, and/or 

does not see any value or benefit in professional development. Instructor E21 has no desire to learn due to his/her 

impending retirement; s/he felt that this circumstance meant that s/he was “unlikely to have career development 

benefit from feedback notions”. This instructor did not create an ePortfolio.  

A second group of seven instructors expressed a desire for or regular engagement in learning from 

feedback and reflection. Many expressed the attitude that collecting formal feedback was a normal process for 

instructors. For example, instructor A20 felt that “getting feedback from your students when you have students 

should be something that happens all the time”. One instructor in this group, C10, also expressed the importance 

of daily reflective practice: “Reflection and understanding and taking time for yourself and making the plan is 

incredibly important”. The instructors in this subset displayed varying degrees of adoption with respect to 

collecting feedback and reflecting on it, as well as the creation and sharing of their ePortfolio. 

The third group included two participants who described an elaborate learning pattern: instructors C21 and 

E20. This elaborate learning pattern includes learning from both feedback and reflection, collecting frequent 

informal feedback from students and colleagues, and recording formal reflections (in-action and retrospective). 

Both instructors’ work is strongly guided by reflection. For example, C21 explained:   



 

Supporting Professional Learning of Teachers in Post-Secondary Vocational Education 

 
17 

 

There's reflective practice.  That's important.  That's everything I do.  I always look back at how it went and 

then go from there.  I kind of just assume everybody reflects back on what they do and if it worked or not. 

 

With respect to E20’s process of reflection, 

 

When you get to be an adult, you get to have your own process for how you get better, right?  Some people 

like to read; some people like to talk about it.  You know?  Some people like to use the technology. Me, I'm 

fairly reflective of what happens.  And I have a wicked office-mate, so I'll go back and say, This -- like, 

what do you think?  

 

These instructors also collected frequent, informal feedback from both students and colleagues, and kept notes or 

in the notes section of the PowerPoint presentation from each lecture (E20) or in notebooks (C21):  

 

I have these blank notebooks, and I keep them always with me everywhere, and then I just go through 

them.  And at the end of this year, I go through them.  Did I deal with that?  I already dealt with that, and 

I'll scratch that out.  And I didn't deal with that yet.  

 

Both instructors with an elaborate learning pattern displayed medium-to-high levels of adoption of the ePortfolio 

approach with respect to collecting feedback and reflecting on it, as well as the creation and sharing of their 

ePortfolio.  

 

5.5 Departmental factors 

Three different types of departmental factors emerged from the interview analysis. First of all, departmental 

context related to external factors that were outside the control of the department members (e.g., government-

regulated curriculum changes or participating in institutional initiatives). Secondly, participants from different 

departments described different types of ‘departmental common practices’. We named such practices 

departmental culture, referring to customs and practices that the department members enacted together such as 

frequent interaction or collaboration. Thirdly, we identified that the chair of the department appeared to play a 

specific and separate role from other colleagues in supporting the implementation of the ePortfolio approach and 

in supporting the instructors in their daily work. The first reason is that the ePortfolio approach includes a meeting 

with the chair to discuss the contents of the ePortfolio, thus one sub-theme in our analysis is supervisory meeting. 

In addition, participants mentioned their relationship with their chair as one of the reasons why they did or didn’t 

adopt the approach, hence the sub-theme supervisory support. 

5.5.1 Departmental context 

We use the term departmental context to refer to demands and initiatives stemming from outside the department, 

which department members have limited control over. For trades programs, such initiatives are typically 

government regulated, as the provincial ministry of Advanced Education regulates both the curriculum as well as 

the number of students in trades programs. For the diploma programs, initiatives could be institutional, such as the 

institutional initiative underway during the pilot to renew and align the curriculum in the diploma programs. In 

our analysis, the theme departmental context applied to circumstances outside of department members’ control 

that may have an effect on faculty learning activities, willingness to learn, view of the ePortfolio approach, and/or 

adoption of the ePortfolio approach such as staffing shortages, leadership changes, curricular changes, or 

department-wide errors in communication regarding the implementation of the ePortfolio approach. The three 

instructors from department E did not mention challenges within their department.  



 

Supporting Professional Learning of Teachers in Post-Secondary Vocational Education 

 
18 

Four instructors reported to curriculum change initiatives that required extra time from them, which left 

less time for the ePortfolio approach. The two participants from department D mentioned that they were a small 

department of four and that they were under-staffed, leaving each instructor with an overloaded teaching load. 

Three instructors from three different departments (A10, B20, C21) mentioned that they were overloaded in terms 

of teaching and were also required to spend extra time on curriculum change initiatives.  

 Finally, five of the 12 participants experienced some problems in the implementation. Three reported 

technical problems with either the student survey or the electronic ePortfolio software Mahara, while two reported 

that only one person from their department participated in the orientation, and that as a result, they did not 

understand exactly what they were expected to do. 

5.5.2 Departmental culture 

The theme departmental culture relates to descriptions of ways of doing things within the department that may 

have an effect on faculty learning activities, willingness to learn, view of the ePortfolio approach, and/or adoption 

of the ePortfolio approach such as the department’s historical approach to collecting feedback and performance 

evaluation, the dominant practices regarding sharing responsibility or materials, and the extent of collaboration 

amongst department members. Please note that even within the same department, participants may describe the 

culture within the department in different ways, depending on their own perception of the culture.  

Three participants did not elaborate on the culture in their department, and two C20 and D10 reported 

that they were initially frustrated, confused, or reluctant when the ePortfolio approach was introduced. Not 

surprisingly, these five participants had low levels of adoption of the ePortfolio approach, or they did the bare 

minimum.  

In response to the question what helped with the implementation of the ePortfolio approach, chairs B10 

and E10 responded that within their departments it is normal practice to collect student feedback, as well as to 

conduct annual or bi-annual performance evaluation reviews.  

Two members from the same program, A10 and A20, both reported that colleagues in their department 

overcame initial feelings of frustration and confusion when the ePortfolio approach was introduced. When 

someone in the department showed the others how to create an ePortfolio, the process accelerated:  

 

I think that probably the attitude as a whole is that we were on the fence.  We weren't sure if it was going 

to be beneficial, and how it was going … play into our job and enhance our careers.  … Once that one 

person in our department created her portfolio and showed it to us, it was very easy to do.  … then I felt 

like once the basics of mine [ePortfolio] was set up, I could just go on and add a little bit to it, so it was 

pretty easy.   

 

Four participants from two departments C10, C21, A10 and A20 describe the culture in their department 

as open to gathering feedback and using it to improve their work as well as a culture of collaboration where staff 

frequently share materials, and discuss and consult one another. In each of these departments one of the members 

had created an ePortfolio and used their experience to guide and support others in making theirs. For instance C21 

describes her interaction with colleagues as follows:  

 

But then again, as I've said, we're a very open department, a lot of communication.  It's constant.  We're in 

and out of each other's offices any time somebody comes up. … We compare notes on everything.  Yeah, 

we do.  What did you get?  How many responded to you?  This isn't working.  What can we do with two 

responses?  Yeah, we're in each other's lives a lot.  But it's the nature of our industry where we teach an 

industry where nothing gets done without cooperation by a whole lot of people.  You don’t get an end 

product, ever, without cooperation, right?  So we're all used to that so we all work that way.  
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This instructor refers to his/her industry as one of the reasons why her department members work closely 

together. Because members within a department usually come from the same profession, trade, or field it is 

plausible that the way department members learn together is influenced by the way professionals learn within the 

field.  

5.5.3 Supervisory meeting 

As part of the ePortfolio approach, participants were encouraged to discuss the contents of their ePortfolio 

approach with the person they report to, for the purpose of performance evaluation. Three of the five department 

chairs were able to meet with a number of the people who reported to them, and provide them with support and 

guidance. One of the five chairs met with his/her direct superior (a dean) to discuss issues brought forward in the 

leadership survey: “and I've talked to my supervisor about how to go about giving back this feedback [received 

from the leadership survey], and going about this is what I plan to do differently.” The other four chairs did not 

meet with their dean to discuss their portfolio. Some felt that it would be too much asked:  

 

“Like I say, would I bother to do it all for the dean?  I'm not so sure. … You know, his time is pretty tight 

too, right?  … So does he have time to go through my electronic portfolio times 30, 40 leaders [chairs] 

that he deals with?  I'm not sure.  That's a question for him, I guess. (B10) 

 

Of the seven instructors who are not in a chair position, three reported not to have had a formal meeting with their 

supervisor about their ePortfolio. However, some they didn’t really see a need:  

 

We haven't had this formal sit-down, but any time -- he is part of the day-to-day, week-to-week semester-

long interaction, right?  I'm thinking of doing this because I'm having this issue.  Do you see it causing 

any other issues before I proceed with it?  So there's always that interaction of knowing what it is I'm up 

to. (C21) 

 

5.5.4 Supervisory support 

A total of four participants did not mention supervisory support in their interviews. Two of these four didn’t meet 

with their supervisor and didn’t mention whether or not they receive support from their supervisor in their daily 

work. Two of the chairs indicated that they provide support and guidance to the instructors in their department, 

but they didn’t indicate whether or not they received support and guidance from their own dean in their job as 

chair.  

 Two of the participants, one chair and one instructor, indicated that the chair in their department could 

have done better in supporting the staff in the implementation of the ePortfolio approach. Instructor A20 

mentioned: 

 

I felt like my supervisor wasn't really interested in the project.  … I felt like it could have been 

encouraged more, and if it was -- if there was more focus on it, we as far as the team might have put a 

little more emphasis on it. (A20) 

 

Regarding the implementation, chair B10 indicated: “There seemed to be quite a misunderstanding between -- and 

that's probably my fault, where I just didn't disseminate the information well.  So that needs improvement.” 

The remaining six participants reported a good relationship with their supervisor. Instructors in this group 

either indicate that they talk to their chair on a daily basis and that the chair is aware of any possible issues, that 

they feel the chair is open to any feedback, or that the chair is just a nice person. Instructor B20 for instance 
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described: “When things fell off the rails, we [my chair and I] definitely had to talk about it and what to do.  And 

so for some things we made changes.” Instructor A20 reported: “We are a pretty small department; we are pretty 

informal.  I did share my content with my supervisor, and we chatted about it over lunch a few times and different 

things here and there.” 

The majority of the instructors (non-chairs) mentioned to have a good relationship with their chair. They 

felt free to bring issues forward to their chair and jointly resolve them. The chairs also clearly indicated that they 

thought supporting their instructors was part of their role. This indicates that in vocational education, the 

department chair plays an important role in ensuring that the department runs smoothly and the people in it are 

able to do their jobs well.  

 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

 

Our first research question was: what learning activities do instructors report in the context of the introduction of 

an ePortfolio approach? The findings show that instructors learn by experimenting with new teaching methods, 

seeking student feedback, reflecting on how lessons went, discussing concerns, and by discussing ideas and 

assignments with colleagues. These findings suggest that instructor professional learning activities are similar to 

the activities secondary school teachers report to learn from (Lohman & Woolf, 2006; Kwakman, 2003; Hoekstra 

et al., 2009a). As far as the category of unplanned and implicit ‘learning by doing’ (Eraut, 2004; Marsick & 

Watkins, 1990), we didn’t find many examples in the interviews. However, when participants mentioned 

unplanned learning, it was in the context of receiving feedback that they had not foreseen. For instance one 

department chair who mentioned that s/he had not realized that the two associate chairs sometimes received 

different information, creating confusion in the department. It is not surprising that unplanned and implicit 

learning was hardly mentioned, because the study was not set up to elicit more insight into this category. Yet, the 

findings suggest that similar to secondary school teacher learning (Eraut, 2004; Hoekstra, 2007), implicit learning 

may play a larger role in the professional learning of instructors than educational developers may realize. More 

research into this type of “learning by doing” might be useful.    

 Our second and third research questions were: how are these learning activities related to instructors’ 

learning patterns and to the beliefs about work and learning they bring from their original trade, industry, or 

profession? And: how are these learning activities related to the workplace demands, practices and workplace 

culture within the department the instructor works?  Not surprisingly, the instructors with learning patterns similar 

to the activities promoted in the ePortfolio approach seemed to be more inclined to adopt the ePortfolio approach. 

Yet, the uptake of the ePortfolio approach and the professional learning activities undertaken was also influenced 

by the departmental culture. In fact, depending on the instructor either the individual learning pattern or the 

departmental factors seemed to play a larger role. For instance instructor E20 tended to engage in a wide range of 

learning activities, including soliciting frequent formal and informal feedback from students, seeking input from 

colleagues, making notes after class on how materials and strategies can be improved, and by looking back and 

reflecting. This instructor also described the culture in his/her department as individual, with a lack of 

opportunities to share and collaborate. Yet this unsupportive culture did not dampen his/her own professional 

learning activities. Instructor A20, however, did not typically engage in many professional learning activities 

other than formal education. But because of the support and the culture within his/her department, this instructor 

became excited about the ePortfolio approach and found out that reflecting on accomplishments helped future 

goal setting and ignited increased collaboration. Thus, it can be seen that the departmental culture encouraged this 

instructor to engage in more and different types of professional learning activities than s/he was used to 

undertaking by his/herself. These findings confirm that supportive workplace cultures can enhance professional 

learning (Fuller & Unwin, 2011), yet they also confirm that individual factors influence professional learning 

(Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011; Eraut, 2004). And a supportive department culture does not necessarily guarantee 
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enhanced learning, as is demonstrated by instructors C20 and C21, who both teach in the same department where 

instructors often and frequently collaborate, yet instructor C21 engages in a wide range of professional learning 

activities and adopted the ePortfolio approach at least to a certain extent, while instructor C20 did not, as s/he had 

a less elaborate learning pattern. These findings confirm the complexity of the interaction between the individual 

and his/her environment, which seems similar to findings on the professional learning of K-12 teachers: 

 

To understand and explain why and how teachers learn, we must consider how a teacher’s individual 

learning orientation system interacts with the school’s learning orientation system and how both of these 

systems together affect the activities …in which teachers participate and then are reciprocally affected by 

the changes that occur from participation in these activities (Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 393-394). 

   

While we anticipated that beliefs instructors bring from their primary industry or profession would 

influence individual learning patterns, we actually found that both individual learning patterns as well as the 

departmental culture seem to be related to the workplace culture instructors bring from their original trade, 

industry, or profession. Instructor C21, who teaches in the media and design field, illustrated this most clearly:  

 

Yeah, we're in each other's lives a lot.  But it's the nature of our industry where we teach an industry 

where nothing gets done without cooperation by a whole lot of people.  You don’t get an end product, 

ever, without cooperation, right?  So we're all used to that so we all work that way.   

 

The situation of instructors in vocational education might be unique in this respect compared to K-12 teachers and 

other professors in academia, as vocational instructors bring a wealth of experience as well as ‘common practices’ 

from in their previous profession or trade to the vocational classroom. This illustrates how the context outside the 

institution heavily influences practices within the institute, and confirms Bound’s assertions who stated that 

“Situated factors such as cultural norms, structuring of work and social practices are not developed in a vacuum. 

Rather, they interact in a dynamic relationship with social, economic and political contextual conditions.” (p.109) 

To explain this observation, one could use Engeström’s theory of activity systems, where professionals in one 

industry such as media or design employ a common activity system, with defined roles, rules, a tight community, 

and a clear division of labor, tight deadlines and concrete and publicly available products (2011, p.91). When the 

professionals enter the educational workforce they seem to re-enact the same activity system within the 

educational department that is their new workplace. Because the other colleagues in the department come from 

the same industry, it is easier for them to enact the activity system together. This example of the transfer of work-

related cultural practices has not been reported in K-12 teacher learning, and to our knowledge not in university 

teaching either. Our findings confirm that not only the immediate work environment within the department, but 

also the wider societal, economic and political context influences workplace practices and consequently 

professional learning.    

 In addition, our findings highlight that the chair plays an important and unique role within the department. 

For instance, in department A the chair eventually encourages participation in the ePortfolio approach, which 

positively affects professional learning within that department, whereas the chair in department B did not entirely 

understand the ePortfolio approach which caused some anxiety and miscommunication within that department. 

This supports findings in workplace learning literature such as Fuller and Unwin (2011) who assert that a work 

environment supportive of professional learning includes managerial support for learning and development. Our 

findings also suggest that the chair in vocational education might be considered more of a ‘boss’ who influences 

the day to day work within the department, than for instance the department chair in universities who is 

considered as a first-amongst-equals with some influence on tenure and promotion decisions, but other than that 

does not influence the day to day work activities of professors (e.g., Fletcher & Roberts, 2008). 
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 Our preliminary analysis of the interplay between individual factors, contextual factors, and external 

factors is visualized in Figure 1, where the individual response to the educational development initiative (in our 

case, the ePortoflio approach) emerges from the interaction between individual, departmental and external factors.  

 

 
 

Figure 1. The interaction between individual, departmental, and external factors influences individual response to 

an educational development initiative.  

  

Finally, our findings indicate that the way the ePortfolio approach was adopted in the pilot did not support the 

performance evaluation function of the approach, as most participants did not develop their ePortfolio fully, and 

most department chairs did not have the time to meet with the instructors within the four month timeframe of the 

first pilot. The optional nature of the pilot did not encourage adherence by either the instructors or the department 

chairs, and the fact that deans did not actively support or endorse the new approach was also reported by some 

department chairs as a factor that played a role. For a new performance evaluation system to be successful, the 

system needs active support and endorsement from senior leadership (Seldin, 2006). 

 

6.1 Implications for theory 

Our findings suggest that instructor professional learning is part of a complex interaction between individual 

learning patterns and contextual factors including the departmental culture, supervisory support, as well as the 

wider institutional, societal, economic and political context. This suggests that studies that focus on teacher 

learning as an individual process, as is common in teacher learning literature (e.g., Bakkenes et al, 2010; Clarke & 

Hollingsworth, 2002; Kwakman, 2003; Van Eekelen et al. 2006) might not sufficiently explain professional 

learning, and that this literature might profit from cross pollination with the workplace learning discourse (cf. 

Bound, 2011; Hager, 2005). Opfer & Pedder (2011) suggest that professional learning should be understood as a 

complex system where learning activities, the context, and the individual intersect. Yet, no theory thus far has 

truly integrated insights from the cognitive perspective on the learning process of the individual, and socio-

cultural or situative perspectives on learning in groups and organizations (Akkerman et al., 2007; Anderson et al., 
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2000). Further research into the interaction between individual and contextual factors influencing professional 

learning might contribute to such a theory.  

In addition, some of the findings hint at the fact that instructors may have taken existing activity systems 

(Engeström, 2011) from their previous profession and enact them in the context of the educational vocational 

department where they teach that profession. It might be interesting to further investigate situations and contexts 

where groups of professionals come together in a new setting and re-enact at least parts of their old activity 

systems in the new context.  

 

6.2 Implications for practice 

Our findings suggest that while designing, implementing, and supporting an educational development initiative 

like the ePortfolio approach, it is important to consider the importance of the contextual factors – departmental 

factors, institutional factors, and factors external to the institution (e.g., funding cuts to post-secondary institutions 

as were recently seen in Alberta). In particular, our research suggests that chairs could be further supported and 

guided in their efforts to foster professional learning of members in their department. This may affect learning 

that occurs within the department as a whole and at the level of the individual instructors in that department.  

In addition to considering the contextual factors that influence the learning of instructors, another 

practical implication of our study concerns the individual instructor’s process of interpreting student feedback. Six 

of the twelve participants expressed dismay with the low student response rate (see Section 5.3.3). Many of those 

instructors felt that the low response rate meant that the feedback provided was not relevant or useful, as one 

instructor expressed: “I can’t do anything with that data at all”. Instructors could be provided more guidance 

regarding the interpretation of feedback from small samples. While feedback from less than half of the group 

maybe not be representative of the whole class, it still provides a useful starting point for further discussion with 

students regarding how the instructor might support student learning. Such guidance might be especially useful as 

student feedback is often a mandatory component of post-secondary education, and students themselves request 

the opportunity to provide feedback to each instructor who teaches them.    

 

6.3 Conclusion 

While our study was limited in size and scope, the findings indicate that concepts and insights from 

teacher learning literature and workplace learning literature could be applied to the professional learning process 

of post-secondary vocational educators as well. Yet, in one way vocational education might be unique in that its 

instructors bring their own professional identity and practices from their previous work life with them to the 

department, where they may re-enact those practices. Our study provides some insights into the factors that help 

and hinder instructor professional learning. These insights might assist educational leaders to create a workplace 

learning environment conducive to instructor professional learning, so that instructors in post-secondary 

vocational education are properly prepared to face the demands of today’s rapidly changing society.  
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Appendix 1: Interview questions 

 

1. Can you tell me how and to what extent you used the ePortfolio approach (process of collecting feedback, 

reflecting, documenting, putting it in Mahara)?  

 What type of feedback did you collect? 

 What did you do with the feedback you collected? 

 What did you think of the student questionnaire? Did it provide you with  helpful feedback? 

 Did you use the feedback to improve your work? If you feel comfortable, could you give me an 

example of how you did this? Feel free to say that you don’t feel comfortable. 

 Did you document your professional growth in Mahara? 

 Have you used the ePortfolio approach as much as you wanted to?  

 

2. How did you experience using the ePortfolio approach (process of collecting feedback, reflecting, 

documenting, putting it in Mahara)? 

 Did you find the approach helpful for your development in the professional roles you have at NAIT? 

 Did the approach help you identify areas for future growth?  

 What aspects did you find helpful for your development? 

 What aspects didn’t you find helpful for your development? 

 How did you like the ePortfolio tool Mahara?   

 Are you continuing to use the approach this semester?  

    

3. When we designed the approach the plan was for everyone to meet with their supervisor and discuss the 

contents of the portfolio. Were you able to do this?  

 If yes, the purpose of the conversation would be for you and your supervisor to discuss together 

opportunities for support and professional growth. Did you feel the conversation helped you do this?  

  

4. Do you feel that you received enough support in developing your ePortfolio? 

 Did you find the introductory 2 half days helpful?  

 What did you find helpful/unhelpful? 

 Did you request and/or participate in additional support session?  

 If yes, why? If not, why not? Did you access support from peers or your supervisor?  

 

5. What conditions do you believe helped you in creating your ePortfolio? 

 If they can’t come up with anything, ask them about time, resources, personal attitude, culture in the 

program, etc.  

 

6. What conditions hindered you in creating your ePortfolio? 

 If they can’t come up with anything, ask them about time, resources, personal attitude, culture in the 

program, etc.  

 

7. What are your recommendations for the second pilot phase of the ePortfolio approach?  

 

 

 

 


