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Open distance and e-learning (ODeL) students are regarded as part-time and non-
traditional students. In an attempt to demystify the specificities of ODeL various models 
of student support has become imperative given the unique teaching and assessment 
practices. Completing an online portfolio as assessment activity may be new to the 
majority of the students enrolled for a post-basic programme in health sciences 
education. Student support forms an integral part of teaching and learning and refers to 
a range of services that could assist students to meet their learning outcomes and 
become successful in their studies. Student support is described as systemic, cognitive 
(academic) and emotional support. 
The aim of the study was to develop effective student support strategies in an ODeL 
context. In this presentation the experiences of students having to complete an online 
portfolio as both formative and summative assessment will be shared. 
A sequential mixed methods study was conducted. In the qualitative phase the 
participants were given a reflective assignment on their experiences in completing an 
online portfolio of evidence that serves as both formative and summative assessment. 
Data were collected by means of narrative reflective essays and thematic analysis 
provided insight into their experiences. 
Themes that emerged from the analysis of the reflective essays related to all three 
aspects of student support (systemic, cognitive and emotional). These were: orientation 
to and planning for the activity; support needs; and challenges and lessons learned. The 
participants who were all final year (third level) students, expressed their initial feelings 
of uncertainty when realising that the assessment was fully online, especially as they 
were not using this method in the previous levels of the programme. As the participants 
are all working in the clinical practice of nursing, time was a constraint. Both individual 
and peer support needs were regarded as important. The important lessons learnt were 
especially around time management and better planning around closing dates for 
specific activities of the portfolio. 
The online activities of the portfolio provided an awakening that was not anticipated. 
Mixed feelings were expressed, challenges highlighted and recommendations to 
improve the online module were provided. An online portfolio with online activities is an 
innovative teaching and learning strategy that enhances the computer and internet 
surfing skills of the adult students over and above the mastering of the curriculum 
content. 



Recommendations that were made include that an orientation to the module should be 
provided through a virtual classroom setting in a digital teaching laboratory. Careful 
selection of content should be done to reduce the workload to manageable levels for a 
semester, while meeting the required module credits. Online ICT support should be 
readily available to the students. Peer group support should be encouraged and 
facilitated. 
The research raised important questions concerning what unique needs students in a 
developing country have, especially in an online environment. However, it also provided 
evidence of the opportunities for wider learning experiences beyond existing models of 
assessment in ODeL. 
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Abstract Summary: 
Experiences of students regarding assessment through online submitted portfolios for a 
health sciences education module were explored. The findings provide information on 
how effective student support strategies could be used in an ODeL context. 
 
Content Outline: 
Introduction 



Open distance and e-learning pose its own unique problems in a developing country 
where not all students have free and easy access to internet. 
Main points 
1 Systemic support: Clear orientation in completing an online portfolio needs to be 
introduced from the first level of study. 
2 Cognitive support: Academic as well as peer support in terms of the content and 
sources to complete the portfolio should be based on expressed needs. 
3 Emotional support: Anxiety arise when new ways of assessment are introduced. 
Conclusion 
In order to optimise student support strategies, continuous reflective activities provides 
valuable insight into educational practices. 
 
First Author 
Gisela H. Van Rensburg, DLittetPhil, MACur, BACur(Hons), BACur, RN, RM, RCN, 
RPN, RNE 
University of South Africa 
Department of Health Studies 
Professor 
Unisa 
Pretoria   
South Africa 
 
Author Summary: Gisela van Rensburg served on the Board of the Chi Xi Chapter-at-
Large and also serves on other professional bodies in executive committee capacity. 
She has vast experience as nurse educator and presents workshops on especially 
scientific writing and reflective practice. her community engagement project is to 
develop research capacity and create a research culture among novice researchers. 
Her research focus areas are Education and Open Distance Learning and innovative 
student support strategies. 
 
Second Primary Presenting Author 
Primary Presenting Author 
Memme Girly Makua, DLitetPhil (HlthSt), RN 
University of South Africa (UNISA) 
Department of Health Studies, College of Human Sciences 
Senior Lecturer 
UNISA Muckleneuck Campus  
Pretoria 
South Africa 
 
Author Summary: Presented at the STTI 43rd biennial Convention held at Las Vegas 
from 07 November - 11 November 2015. Title: Transition from Student Nurse to 
Professional Nurse: Induction and Professional Development Support of Newly 
Qualified Professional Nurses (a discussion from the focus groups with the operational 
nurse managers who supervised the newly qualified professional nurses). 
 


