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A trend can be observed in the field of higher education of movement from 
knowledge-oriented to competency-based education (CBE). The education 
philosophy developed at LIT is active learning through a fusion of theory and 
practice. The School of the Built Environment has an Active Learning Programme 
centred on the third year of the B.Sc level 8 awards in Quantity Surveying, 
Construction Management, Civil Engineering Management and Real Estate. 
Students spend the third year on placement in Industry. The School obtained 
Strategic Innovation Funding to develop an on-line support system for the Active 
Learning Programme. 
 
Under the ILTA EdTech 2008 Conference theme of Transforming Learning from 
Practice this paper describes the use of E-Learning and Virtual Learning 
Environments in placement education and presents the experience in the School 
of the Built Environment, Limerick Institute of Technology on its use of a virtual 
professional diary system to support the School’s Active Learning Programme. 
 
The experience is contextualised in the general development of E-Learning and 
Virtual Learning Environment strategies in other disciplines and institutions. The 
barriers to the effective use of learning technologies to support student 
placement education are reviewed and the process followed in the Limerick 
Institute of Technology for avoiding or overcoming them is described. One of the 
challenges faced at the Limerick Institute of Technology was how to draft 
competency profiles for the variety of disciplines in the Built Environment, 
something that is not as problematic in other applications such as to medical, 
legal and hospitality studies programmes. These enjoy a more homogenous focus 
for the set of competencies to be monitored. The difficulty of dealing with 
variations in the Built Environment field was resolved by drafting appropriate 
competency profiles for each of the awards offered. 
 
These were then entered into drop down menu lists that would be available within 
the system. The powerful features and functions of the system enable thorough 
assessment to be carried out efficiently. Students claim competencies based on 
diary entries and these are analysed by a feature which generates overview 
reports. These reports are then reviewed by tutors who can then advise students 
on the balance of competencies being claimed and can detect any imbalance that 
needs correction. This has improved the quality of advice given by tutors and has 
contributed to improved management of the programme. Some images of the 
technology are provided. 
 
The direction of future research on improving the quality of entries so that there 
is more accuracy in reporting and a clearer link forged between the narrative of 
the entry and the competency claimed, is discussed. Indications of student and 
professional body reaction to the development are given together with some 
experiences of the system chosen and conclusions as to it impact and where 
further improvements to the software, technology and support, as well as to its 
use, can be made. 


