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In recently changing universities the author has had to transition from being a regular Mahara user 

to now being a regular PebblePad user. In making this transition there have been a number of 

insights gained as to the affordances, or otherwise, of each of these systems. This presentation will 

attempt to offer an unbiased view of each system, from the users’ perspective, with a view to 

providing advice and guidance as to the different approaches required for each system. However, as 

an experienced user of an ePortfolio, the author, in making this transition, has developed a suite of 

design heuristics that can be adopted for use by other users’ (of either system), as a way to 

generate, promote and maintain a significant public profile.  
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Introduction and Background 
Since 2003 (15 years ago) the notion of an online professional presence, or professional learning 

profile (PLP), has played a significant role in my academic practice, which began in 2001. This clearly 

pre-dated todays ePortfolio tools and social media sites such as, LinkedIn, Academia.edu, 

ResearchGate, WordPress and the like. My interest in this was predominantly spawned by the need 

to have a PLP accessible and shareable to the broader academic community. But more importantly, 

that this PLP would be associated with my connection to a recognised academic institution, one that 

would, by default, provide an alignment with a trusted brand (Judson, 2009) hence enjoying a level 

of credibility that this would bring. Unashamedly, this was driven by a belief that in presenting 

myself professionally online, celebrating my professional achievements and aligning this with my 

fields of study and my professional outcomes, new opportunities may come my way; a concept still 

very real today (Marshall, 2017).  
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The early iterations of what has now become known as my ePortfolio were a series of hand coded in 

HTML pages (Figure 1), made publicly available via a University of Southern Queensland (USQ) web 

server. This allowed this site to have a university-based URL, one that clearly linked visitors back to 

the institution in which I worked. This site saw many iterations over many years, particularly with the 

advent of tools such as Dreamweaver, allowing for more stylish editing, at least until the advent of a 

formal ePortfolio solution was made available.  

Figure 1: An html ePortfolio circa 2007 

In late 2009 USQ implemented its first version of the Mahara and within four years this had 

attracted some 14,450 users (currently 35,577). By this stage I had well and truly transitioned into 

Mahara (Figure 2) and had implemented a higher-level strategy in relation to my PLP, a strategy that 

clearly defined the role different professional and social media sites would play in the PLP (Sankey 

2017). Importantly, there are a cornucopia of options available in the social networking space, so my 

ePortfolio has always plays an important mediating role accross these tools (Figure 3) whilst also 

linking back to the institution I work in. All the tools illustrated in the figure below, along with others, 

all point back to my ePortfolio site and visa versa. 
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Figure 2 Mahara ePortfolio circa 2013.  Figure 3. Complimentary elements of my PLP 

Having maintained this approach to a PLP since 2009, along with increasing the levels of social media 

integrations (as these tools became available), in 2016 I left my position at USQ to work at another 

institution. This institution did not have an approved ePortfolio tool, so I maintained my Mahara site 

at USQ, but branded myself according to the new institution. However, when starting at Griffith 

University in early 2018, this institution were/are heavily using PebblePad as their ePortfolio tool. 

This required me (voluntarily) to reengineer my ePortfolio into this new platform. In doing so I found 

that not all ePortfolios tools are created equal and that each system has their own unique 

idiosyncrasies.  

Making this transition required me, in some cases, to rethink what I was trying to achieve with my 

PRP, while on the other hand, the functionality of the new system was forcing me to change the way 

I presented certain elements and information. In doing this, it was important to capture what these 

differences were, along with the considerations that underpinned the approaches taken to using 

each tool. These considerations have been captured below as a series of heuristics, or rules of 

thumb, that could be considered by others when looking to develop up their PLP with one of these 

tools.   

Notwithstanding, the functionality of the two tools are quite complimentary although this is handled 

differently across the two tools. In 2017, while still at my previous institution I was involved in 

helping to select a new ePortfolio tool. In doing this we were required to make some comparisons 
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across nine different tools. At the time Mahara and PebblePad ticked most of the boxes. The 

comparison between these two tools is provided here.  

Table 1. Comparison of Pebble Pad and Mahara 

CRITERIA PebblePad Mahara 

Security Various options for secure login and access Various options for secure login and access 

Integration of 

Social Media 

It is possible to embed some things into an portfolio. Allows feeds from popular social media sites extendable 

by using Embedly 

Integration with 

LMS  

Stand-alone OR integrated with Blackboard, D2L, Canvas 

and Moodle 

Stand-alone integrated through LTI 

PD /Training 

required 

Training required for staff and students. user manual and 

help videos 

Training required. Comprehensive user manual and many 

help videos online 

Support Support allocated for org’s; Existing resources available 

via Help Centre 

Sydney based support from Catalyst 

Exportable/ 

Transferrable 

Allows users to export as PDF only Exportable 

SaaS (locally?) 

OR ATLAS 

Software as a service only by PebblePad Self-hosted or SAS through Sydney based Catalyst 

datacentre 

Storage Local data hosting per region (e.g. Aust) Full file repository. Limit set by institution 

Upload formats Allows most standard formats Allows all standard formats 

Lifetime access Users transfer content to a free personal account when 

graduating (while institution is subscribed) 

Depending on university policy. Otherwise transferable to 

MyEportfolio, which is free 

Credentialing 

capabilities 

Integrated with Credly and Open Badge Passport Open Badge Factory plug-in 

Reporting and 

analytics 

Reports on progress. Basic statistics available via Pebble+ 

and ATLAS Admin interfaces 

Integratable with Google analytics and feeds for 

dashboards 

Archiving Options available Options available 

Allows for group 

work 

Options available Options available 
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Allows for 

custom APIs 

At a cost Yes. No charge unless help required from Catalyst 

Australasian 

institutions 

11 institutions use this tool 18 institutions use this tool 

Fundamental to whichever tool was to be used, the PLP site needed to: 

 Provide responsive mobile friendly access,

 Allow media elements to be embedded and played,

 Host supporting resources

 Link to external bodies of information (evidence) to support the claims made within,

 Be visually attractive and easily navigable,

 Serve multiple purposes, as a; perpetual online CV, record of my research, gateway to other
elements of my practice, provide a collation point for blogs and posts, and a distribution point to
social media platforms and research sites, and

 Receive syndicated information (feeds) from other sites (Twitter, WordPress, ePrints, etc).

To this end the following considerations in baseline functionality for design and the subsequent 

heuristics that follow, speak to the ease by which these elements could, or in some cases could not, 

be easily accommodated. 

Considerations in Mahara 

Brief introduction to tool 

Mahara is an open source e-portfolio system with a flexible display framework. It is a user centered 

environment with a permissions framework that enables different views of an e-portfolio to be 

easily managed and shared with trusted individuals, published to group pages, or made public. 

Mahara also features a weblog, resume builder and social networking system, connecting users and 

creating opportunities for online learning.  

Consideration in baseline functionality 

Mahara is probably a more complex tool to learn than some, mainly due to the amount of 

functionality it affords its users. The wysiwyg editor provided plenty of options and allows for the 

use of tables within a design and the nuanced imbedding of images, independent of each other. The 

layouts are highly customizable, as are the design templates and colour schemes. The URL for pages 

is also customizable to a point, allowing for a greater level of personalization. Due to some of these 

extra features (such as tables), some sites are not as user friendly on a mobile devise as they could 

be, requiring some horizontal scrolling from time to time if not designed well. Importantly, Mahara 
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does allow the display of syndicated information from other sites, using both RSS or Atom feeds. It 

also allows images to be embedded amongst text and hyperlinked.  

Considerations in PebblePad 

Brief introduction to tool 

PebblePad is a bit more than an ePortfolio and is used in different learning contexts across the 

education spectrum, such as for personal development planning, continuing professional 

development, learning, teaching and assessment. It has some nice scaffolding to help users create 

records of learning, achievements and aspirations with a reflective structure underpinning it. It has 

good communication and collaboration toolset and allows items to be shared with trusted 

individuals, published to group pages, or made public. Its ability to receive external feeds from social 

media sites is a definite strong suite. 

Consideration in baseline functionality 

An easier tool to use strait out of the box, but primarily as it has fewer editing features than some 

other tools. However, its design limitations work in its favor, as the resultant pages are cleaner and 

more mobile friendly (responsive). Restricting the use of tables is annoying but understandable, and 

is becoming more common. The inability to imbed images into text is a frustration, but again that 

does aid its ability to be responsive, but that does not explain why an image cannot be hyperlinked. 

Probably the main feature lacking from my requirements is its inability to accept external feeds from 

tools, such as Twitter and WordPress, which has limited my ability collate some of my social media 

activity. The navigation and collation of pages is easy, while the drag and drop design features and 

the ability to resize quickly also work well. Unfortunately, there is no ability to customize the url for a 

page or site, which leaves the user with a rather cumbersome and unintuitive address.  

Examples 

Figure 4 illustrates the look and feel of the two home pages from my ePortfolio sites, one at USQ 

(left) that uses Mahara and my Griffith site (right) using PebblePad. Fundamental to the design of 

each site is a series of simple design heuristics that have been applied to ensure the respective 

portfolios are meeting the requirements of a coherent PLP. 
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Figure 4: example of a Mahara portfolio (left) and PebblePad portfolio (right) 

Design Heuristics for an Academic Professional Learning Profile 

Heuristic 1: An academic PLP should be able to support the three main elements of academic 

practice; teaching, research and service. Although, a PLP is not a promotion application, the layout of 

the site and the naming of its tabs, or pages, should make it obvious where much of this information 

can be found. 

Heuristic 2: Claims made within an academic PLP need to be substantiated. This usually comes from 

linking to fuller bodies of information, such as credentials, research works, publications, citation 

indexes, slide shares, social media sites, videos, etc.  

Heuristic 3: Visual appeal is important, and can demonstrate a level of personalisation and care. A 

mixture of images that reinforce key messages (not just pretty pictures) can provide an added layer 

of authenticity to the site. 

Heuristic 4: The PLP is not a social media site, it is a repository of substantiated practice. However, 

being able to link visitors to sites where they can communicate, or access more nuanced information 

about you allows (or leaves) the PLP site to do what it is designed to do, rather than try to make it be 

all things to all people. 

Heuristic 5: A PLP site can also be a place that brings together much of the disparate activities that 

are generally associated with academic practice. It can be a host to RSS and Atom feeds, such as 
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from sites like WordPress, Blogger, Twitter etc. This leverages the principle of create once but use 

many times. 

Heuristic 6: The work of research and publishing is fundamental to an academic. But more important 

is the ability to have your work read and used (cited) by others. The PLP should provide access to as 

much of your original work as possible, or link interested parties through to those places it can be 

accessed from. It should also celebrate the activities associated with that research, such as 

presentations and provide access to associated artifacts. 

Heuristic 7: Visitors should feel welcomed to your site. This can be done by providing a welcome 

message, but more so by showing a side of yourself that is personable. This can be best achieved 

through the use of images of yourself interacting with others, and by making it clear how they can 

reach out to you if need be. 

Heuristic 8: Where possible, the site should be set up in such a way to allow for its information to be 

accessed from any common computer or smart device. This requires information to be kept concise, 

with linking to fuller bodies of information if necessary. It also means that native functionality of the 

design tool needs to be respected. Trying to hack or get around flaws in a tools functionality usually 

results in a sub-optimal product, that will generally not respond appropriately.  

Heuristic 9: The ‘tone’ of a PLP is professional and factual, but also stands as a celebration of your 

professional achievements. The trick is to ensure it does not become self-congratulatory. At the end 

of the day it is a public document, so if the lily is gilded to much the profile (and you by default) 

starts to lose credibility. 

Conclusion 

This paper has sought to identify some key design principles that could be applied to the 

development of a professional learning profile in either the Mahara or PebblePad ePortfolio tool. In 

doing so, there has been an attempt to offer an unbiased view of each system, from the users’ 

perspective, as both systems have different underlying structures and feature sets. In providing the 

set of design principles used to construct these sites some nine design heuristics (rules of thumb) 

have also been proposed. These heuristics have underpinned the development of two PLP 

environments at two universities and have been derived from some fifteen years of practice in 

maintaining a significant public professional profile. 

References 

Kimberly M. Judson, Timothy W. Aurand, Linda Gorchels & Geoffrey L. Gordon (2008) Building a 

University Brand from Within: University Administrators' Perspectives of Internal Branding, 

Services Marketing Quarterly, 30:1, 54-68, DOI: 10.1080/15332960802467722 

p.40



Marshall, K. (2017) Branding yourself as an academic. The Chronicle of Higher Education: 

ChronicleVitae. Available from: https://chroniclevitae.com/news/1681-branding-yourself-as-an-

academic (Accessed 23 August 2018) 

Sankey, M. (2017). ePortfolios in today’s universities. Education Technology Solutions Magazine. 

Special University Issue, (Eds) S.Kinash & J.Bigelow. pp.16-18. December. 

p.41

Please cite:  Sankey, M. (2018) Design heuristics to consider when transitioning across ePortfolio 
systems (Mahara to PebblePad): Wins, losses and reflections. 2018 Eportfolio Forum: Exploring, 
Experiencing, Engaging, Energising, Expanding. PP. 33-41. 9-10 October. Griffith University, Brisbane.

View publication statsView publication stats

https://chroniclevitae.com/news/1681-branding-yourself-as-an-academic
https://chroniclevitae.com/news/1681-branding-yourself-as-an-academic
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328190474



