
E-portfolios in Primary
Schools: Learning to Learn
The e-portfolios developed by 'Mevolution' attempt to transform

school education by taking it beyond its current limits of imparting a

set curriculum over the period of a school year to a number of pupils

of approximately the same age, and periodically testing pupils in a

standardised format on their absorption of this curriculum.

Instead, these e-portfolios endeavour to capture the learning

process across the school, responding to each pupil and each

teacher while following carefully devised guidelines for learning.

Children are encouraged to value learning as they experience it

personally, with an e-portfolio for each child. Parallel to the feedback

that children receive within their e-portfolios, each teacher maintains

an e-portfolio within which experiences of effective teaching

practices can be shared, to draw on each other's insights. Parents

also review and contribute to their child's e-portfolio.

E-PORTFOLIOS IN
PRIMARY SCHOOLS:

LEARNING TO LEARN

Narrative  by Shanti
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Based on interviews
with Marianne Rongen
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2020, also with Tom
Oosterhuis on

Thursday 20 August
2020
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IDENTITY CARD 
CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

NAME OF PRACTICE

SUBJECT ASSESSED

CATEGORY

TYPE OF 
ASSESSMENT

AGE GROUP All age groups within
primary schools.

The underlying concept of Social
Design-based Learning has been
used much more widely, including in
'Learn to learn' workshops at a dance
academy.

Combination of formative 
 ipsative, collaborative and
peer- and self-assessment

Formative: encouragement to
develop abilities.
Ipsative: comparisons with earlier
five-week learning cycles.
Peer- and self-assessment: children
compare their work with each other.
Collaborative: involvement of
parents.

School wide practice suitable
for various subjects and age
groups.

Open assignments
structured within five-week
cycles of shared learning,
across themes and subject
requirements.

E-portfolios in Primary
Schools: Learning to Learn
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E-portfolios to facilitate
personalised and formative
assessment in primary schools.

SCHOOL The Signum cluster of
schools, with the school
Wittering as the
pedagogical hub.

COUNTRY The Netherlands
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IDENTITY CARD 
CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

VALUES

TIMELINE AND
PREPARATION

FORM OF
DOCUMENTATION

CERTIFICATION

COACH AND
PEDAGOGICAL 
MENTOR

Contextualised: it is closely related
to children's everyday lives.
Individualised: with each child's
distinctive e-portfolio.
Participatory: it is compiled by
children themselves working with
teachers and parents.

An electronic record of moments and
events captured through film, photos,
audio clips, drawings and written work,
to which parents can also contribute.

It does not require elaborate
preparation. Teachers have to be
trained in the practice and the
thinking behind it and this requires
investment of time.

Contextualised,
individualised and
participatory

Assessment is
embedded in the
learning process.

Online

Pupils receive a badge at
the end of each five week
learning cycle.
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Tom Oosterhuis spent the first part of
his career working in theatre and
brought that energy to his work in
designing educational programmes.
Marianne Rongen has long been
involved in pedagogical initiatives in a
cluster of schools and especially the
school that acts as the pedagogical
incubator within the cluster.

Tom OosterhuisMarianne
Rongen
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The e-portfolios were developed as a collaboration between Mevolution and the Signum
cluster of 22 primary schools spread over 28 buildings in the south of the Netherlands.
The number of pupils in a school varies from 69 to 666, in total 6400, served by 750 staff
in all. Each of the schools is visualised as playing a socially relevant role within its
setting, and together to enable diverse children to develop their identities within the
complex society around them. Signum is a Catholic organisation (and receives state
funding for its schools, as is usual in the Netherlands) but pupils and teachers have
various backgrounds. Signum describes its starting point as 'diversity.' One of the
schools, Wittering.nl, is described as the pedagogical incubator for new initiatives -for
example the initiative described here - that are then propagated in other schools within
the cluster.
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THE CLUSTER OF
SCHOOLS 

4
E-port fo l ios  in  Pr imary  Schools :

Learning  to  Learn 

https://www.mevolution.nl/


CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

How did Signum and Mevolution come to develop the e-portfolios together? The story
begins with Tom Oosterhuis, who recently established Mevolution.  

The roots of the e-portfolios can be traced to the moment when twenty years ago, Tom
felt 'called' to move from theatre and television - his work for some fifteen years prior to
this - to school education, where he thought that approaches derived from the arts could
help pupils flourish. The defining experience was when he worked with a class of about
sixty adolescent pupils, almost each one from a different geographical and cultural
background, at a school in inner city Amsterdam. His assignment with them was part of a
course on culture and arts, and he asked pupils to work individually on their life stories.
The result was electric. The pupils felt strongly motivated and he found that presenting
their life stories erased the boundaries between what had been separate subjects of
study, and stimulated them to bring together language, history, geography, religious
studies, civic contribution and much else.

Tom was then asked by the Ministry of Education to develop a project that would make
this experience available to other adolescent pupils. This assignment some two decades
ago already made strong use of digital technology. Here lies part of the origins of the e-
portfolio discussed below that similarly recognises school learning as embedded in the
distinctive life circumstances of each pupil. However, Tom's ideas developed further.

The shift from theatre to education stimulated Tom to re-educate himself. He followed
some formal courses but largely read voraciously about progressive education and
engaged in intensive conversations with thinkers in the Netherlands who were
knowledgeable and passionate about this subject, and they in turn influenced the further
direction of his reading.

As a consequence, Tom developed a programme about a decade ago that he called
Social Design-based Learning (this programme was offered in the Netherlands and in
Dutch, Sociaal Ontwerpend Leren or the SOL-model). This programme encourages
children to develop meta-cognitive competencies, so that they learn about how they
learn as individuals and as a group, rather than a narrower focus on learning the subject
matter embodied in a curriculum.  Both kinds of learning are encompassed within a five
week assignment shared by the class.

THE COACH AND
THE PEDAGOGICAL
MENTOR 
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Social Design-based Learning

Social Design-based Learning visualises a child learning with and through others
in a social environment, at the same time that the child embarks on a very
personal trajectory that addresses the following questions, even if at first
unconsciously: 'Who am I and in which direction do I wish to move? What would I
like to engage with in the world around me and what would I like to give to my
environment?'
This process is represented by a circle with four quadrants, making it clear that
movement takes place not only sequentially through the quadrants but dynamic
progress can be represented both by feedback and 'feed forward.' Colours are
used to distinguish the quadrants as four phases:
Blue, in the first quadrant, represents an initial exploration or reconnaissance -
children might like the description 'scouting.' What is this subject that we are going
to learn about in the coming five weeks, what are our different and shared
interests in the subject as well as the various talents that members of the group
can contribute, what parameters have been indicated and how do we interpret
them, and finally, how can we formulate the problem that this assignment is going
to address?
The green second quadrant invites emergent ideas to develop, recognizing that
there will be divergent views as well as convergent ones. How much information
do we need and where do we seek it, and do we have to explore 'outside the
box'? Which of the various suggestions put forward will work best and how do we
arrive at this decision together?
Red, for the third quadrant, stands for the stage when the assignment is carried
out. This is when we make specific plans, organise ourselves and swing into
action. We persevere along the lines that we have decided on and recognise
opportunities and constraints as they arise, adapting as we go along.
The final yellow quadrant is described as the moment of 'harvest.' We present our
results and assess them, from different viewpoints - the task that was assigned to
the class, the whole group and each individual - and we evaluate the process we
went through to arrive at these results. It is also a moment to celebrate the
experience of shared learning. A new five week assignment follows, apart from
school vacations, so that learning is experienced as cyclical rather than linear.
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Social Design-based Learning was well-received within circles concerned with
progressive education within the Netherlands, and Tom was invited to speak on the
subject in addition to offering related courses in various settings. At a public presentation
in a city in the south of the Netherlands, one member of the audience proved to be a
crucial link to the Signum cluster of primary schools and the development there of the e-
portfolios.

This person from the audience came up to Tom after the public discussion, introducing
herself as coming from a well known innovative primary school in the south of the
Netherlands that is part of the Signum cluster. She told Tom that she would like further
contact, because Social Design-based Learning would help address the challenge of
providing some structure to relatively open tasks carried out with children in her school.

This person was Marianne Rongen, in close collaboration with whom Tom has
developed the e-portfolios in the last five years. Marianne today draws on thirty-seven
years within the teaching profession, in southern Netherlands where she grew up. Her
first eleven years were spent in state primary schools, where she moved fairly soon to
management functions along with teaching. This combination allowed her to weave
together two directions of interest: first, her continuing passion for what education can
offer to each child, and second, her hands-on attention to specific approaches and
practices that allow each child to thrive in a school. Professional associates testify to her
capacity to build bridges between pupils, teachers and parents in school settings. About
ten years ago, Marianne strengthened her pedagogical abilities with a master's degree in
Education, specialising in 'learning and innovation.'
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By the time that Marianne met Tom, she had worked from its very beginnings in the
innovative school mentioned above, Wittering where she has stayed because of the
conducive environment it offers, as it strives to enable children's learning processes to
flow like 'the natural course of a stream.' The school is nationally known for
demonstrating that education can be different from conventional schools and yet clearly
meet high standards of quality. Numeracy and literacy (conceptualised as effective
communication) are carried forward through dance, drama and other forms of creativity,
attempting to prove responsive to each child in collaboration with parents. The
pedagogical values that undergird such an education are explicitly identified and the
school invites visitors from the management and staff of schools around the country to
come and see how school can be different yet manifestly effective, an invitation that is
often taken up.

It is this relative open learning environment that Marianne felt could make effective use
of the structure and flow of Social Design-based Learning. For his part, Tom gained from
a more intensive exposure to a primary school setting and to young children than he had
experienced before. He liked Marianne's suggestion that he would observe deeply how
various children responded to the learning opportunities offered, rather than immediately
start introducing a new programme. He marvels at how much he learned through such
observation. As he watched very young children play in an environment intended to
expose them to plentiful learning opportunities, he added new dimensions to the concept
of Social Design-based Learning, observing how children develop from playing to
learning through play and later to playful learning as a conscious attitude in life. Tom
comments on digital technology for online schooling as a result of the corona pandemic
and says that while e-portfolios may be useful for such purposes, they were originally
devised as part of a real life environment for play and learning, intended to facilitate
teachers' interaction with pupils and to develop meta-cognitive learning among both
pupils and teachers.

Marianne's current job title at the Wittering school is 'inspirator, initiator en begeleider
Gestaltleren/ kernconcepten' which translates as being responsible for inspiring, initiating
and mentoring the development of holistic learning and core concepts. She holds a
similar position at another primary school within the Signum cluster, where education
was previously organised on more conventional lines, and where she is working with
colleagues to transform this slowly and steadily. Marianne also contributes to
pedagogical discussions across all Signum schools.
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Wittering school serves as a greenhouse for pedagogically progressive educational
practices, as well as a demonstration to the other schools in the Signum cluster of how
these practices work. This process has been followed with the e-portfolios as well, with
five schools from the Signum cluster introduced to working with e-portfolios after the
practice was developed within Wittering school. The next stage will be training for
teachers across all schools in the cluster in the use of e-portfolios. A second smaller
cluster of Catholic primary schools in the region - Skobos, with five primary schools - has
joined the work with e-portfolios, in the case of Skobos with an explicit emphasis on
'twenty-first century competencies’. Combining forces in this way is intended to
strengthen efficiency and effectiveness, with systematic training for almost 800 teachers
across the twenty-seven schools in the two clusters. Mevolution has therefore taken form
as a small enterprise, headed by Tom, to carry out such training.

This summary does not include all the details of the informal and formal negotiations with
the management and governance structures within and across schools. Investing in
Mevolution was not an easy decision, and slow processes of persuasion were
encouraged by positive responses during the pilot experiences in the schools. The e-
portfolios for teachers were the first investment, in response to the Inspectorate of
Education's request for a method whereby teachers could make visible their
competencies and skills. A call for tenders was issued by Signum to which there were
five responses from companies, including a tender from Mevolution that was selected.
Investing in e-portfolios for children was a further step and the final form of these e-
portfolios has only just been developed, with the introduction into schools still work in
progress. The Director of Wittering school, Karin van Zutphen, has played a key role in
influencing the other schools. Tom describes Wittering school as the cradle of the e-
portfolios. 

CHAPTER 1 GAME OF GINTER

THE PRACTICE 
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Tom hopes that the e-portfolios will have relevance far beyond the two clusters of
schools. He sees this as an entry point for transformation across all primary schools.
Otherwise, he argues, teachers from elsewhere come on visits to Wittering - and to a
handful of other innovative schools in the Netherlands that demonstrate how primary
education could be different - and then they return to their own schools and to business
as usual. Training in the use of e-portfolios and the Social Design-based Learning model
that forms the basis can bridge the gap between the few successful innovative schools
and the mass of everyday primary schools in the Netherlands, and in this way provide a
strategy for progressive change.

For this strategy to prove viable, the e-portfolios for children will necessarily require
recognition by the Inspectorate of Education, as a strong incentive for wider primary
schools to adopt the approach. Marianne reports that the Signum cluster of schools is
engaged in related discussions with official authorities. It will be a difficult process, but in
the meantime the Signum schools find that the e-portfolios provide a meaningful process
of learning for pupils, teachers and parents. The positive role played by the Inspectorate
in adopting e-portfolios for teachers was described above. 

It is worth noting here that the e-portfolio approach can be applied far beyond primary
schools. Tom uses them for example in his 'Learn to Learn' workshops for first year
students at the Dance Academy attached to the vocational Amsterdam University of the
Arts.

The context having been provided both at the macro- and micro-level, a closer look at
the e-portfolio follows, with the micro-realities of each child as the starting point. This can
be illustrated by a particular child's face inserted at the centre of a circle, say a girl aged
nine years, named Aisha. The theme for the class is 'Authority and Rules,' the heading
for one quadrant of the circle, and the specific emphasis is on 'language and numbers,'
the heading for another quadrant. This girl chooses to illustrate her learning of the theme
and the specific emphasis using the favourite sport that she plays, football, identified in
the heading of a third quadrant. Football gives plenty of scope to highlight authority and
rules, as well as numbers used to constitute the team and to follow scores, with
language coming into play to describe various moments in exciting stories of matches
played. A fourth quadrant is headed 'Grandma turns 80,' capturing a family milestone
event as it unfolds, again invoking authority and rules in a domestic context and drawing
on the use of numbers and appropriate language. In this way, stories bring formal and
informal learning together, and the stories are told through words, drawings, photos,
video clips and short recordings that parents, wider family and neighbours are happy to
help with and to review with the child. Each child's e-portfolio is completely protected in
compliance with privacy laws.
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The theme and specific emphasis identified above varies with each five week
assignment and exemplifies the 'learning guidelines' or 'development patterns' identified
by an innovative school or by educational authorities in the case of state schools in
general. Children receive a badge for each five week assignment that they complete, as
a form of assessment. As in the example above, the assessment is not based on 'right'
or 'wrong' answers but on encouraging each child and the class to learn to effectively
address a task that is formulated and shared online, every child in their own way. What is
critical here in supporting the child is ongoing responsive feedback that enables progress
along a learning trajectory that is rooted in personal identity and that strengthens this.
Children take interest in the very different stories that each one brings to the shared
theme. Each teacher uses a personal e-portfolio to record professional learning that
takes place parallel to learning paths that every child and the group is exploring, and
comparison of e-portfolios encourages shared professional development among
teachers. Mevolution is embedded in what can be thought of as Wevolution, weaving
together 'me' and 'we.'
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We end with a brief attempt to place the e-portfolios within Learning for Well-being
perspectives.

The process of learning and assessment just described resonates well with the principles
of Learning for Well-being. The pedagogical mentor who plays a key role has 'holistic
learning' recognised within her job description, relevant to the principle of wholeness,
and the e-portfolios endeavour to capture the entirety of children's lives and not only
moments spent in school. The questions formulated as central to Social Design-based
Learning - 'Who am I and in which direction do I wish to move? What would I like to
engage with in the world around me and what would I like to give to my environment?' -
are recognised as active unconsciously even in very young children's explorations,
addressing unique potential and inner diversity. The emphasis throughout is on
relationships and processes, rather than narrowly on outcomes from final tests. Through
compiling their e-portfolios, children participate in an engaged way with their education,
as their teachers do when they capture professional development through their own e-
portfolios. Children's learning is encompassed in the micro-system of each e-portfolio as
well as within the macro-system of class interaction within which these micro-systems
are nested - in turn nested within the e-portfolio of the teacher that spans learning within
the collectivity of e-portfolios, with all these levels related to each other as living systems.
Feedback as presented through the e-portfolios is about children measuring what
matters in daily surroundings through skills developed to record this.

The core capacities vital to Learning for Well-being are actively at play here. The four
quadrants of Social Design-based Learning - from exploration through formulating and
realizing to harvesting - all call upon the abilities of observing, listening, developing
sensory awareness, inquiring, reflecting and imagining, as well as empathising with what
peers express during shared learning and together identifying patterns and systemic
processes whilst relaxing in each other's company. Observing young children at play was
critical to Tom's understanding of what education should be about.
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