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ABSTRACT

For more than a decade, campus, community and corporate leaders have challenged faculty to think more implicitly about how to help students become more involved in their education.  The rapid growth of interdisciplinary programs, multiplicity of service learning and internships and expanded opportunities to create personalized majors are evidence that faculty have embraced their new role in the learning process.  Faculties are now being called on to demonstrate that the innovative approaches adopted over the last decade are, in fact, serving students and society in a meaningful way.

Student learning portfolios if used properly hold the promise of meeting this dual quest for a genuinely student centered learning process, as well as a mechanism for formal accountability.  This article describes lessons learned from the use of portfolios in an undergraduate public administration program.  It identifies strategic questions and contradictions that arise and makes specific recommendations for incorporating portfolios into major curricula.  

Despite the recent fervor of attention given to quantitative assessment of the performance of students and academic institutions, the primary goal of education should be to help students become life-long learners.  Both students and faculty are enjoined in this process.  The student role is to become actively involved in their education, the faculty role is to provide learning opportunities that stimulate and strengthen students’ desire to learn.  


For more than a decade, campus, community and corporate leaders have called on faculty to pay more attention to undergraduate education rather than serving their own ambitions (Edgerton, 1993).  This recurring theme has prompted faculty members to think more implicitly about how to help students become more involved in their education.  Faculty and administrators have been working harder to engage students in more intensive and effective learning communities.  These efforts are beginning to take hold.  There have been noticeable shifts from passive to active approaches to learning as ways of helping students acquire deeper levels of knowledge, judgment and understanding. The rapid growth of interdisciplinary programs, multiplicity of service learning and internships and expanded opportunities to create personalized majors are evidence that faculty have embraced their new role as teachers in the learning process, both within and beyond the classroom.


The latest round of concern for education centers on the issue of accountability through assessment. (Schilling  & Schilling, 1998).  Faculties are now being called on to demonstrate that the innovative approaches adopted over the last decade are, in fact, serving students and society in a meaningful manner.  Many institutions are now at the crux of meeting these two challenges.  Portfolios if used properly can provide one remedy to these challenges. Portfolios hold the promise of meeting our dual quest for a genuinely student-centered learning process, as well as a mechanism for formal accountability as a qualitative supplement to our number–centered testing culture. 



Portfolios have emerged as an increasingly popular vehicle through which faculty and students are together displaying their unique approaches to teaching and learning.  Developing portfolios in a course or across major curriculums however, is not easy.  The process is time consuming and often vulnerable to assessment concerns about reliability.  Despite these objections, portfolios that are constructed and used thoughtfully can be a valuable tool for rich discussions, reflections and observations about teaching and learning (Dietz, 1999, Hays, 2004).


This paper describes lessons learned from the use of portfolios in a public administration and policy program at the State University of New York at Oswego (PAPP).  It identifies strategic questions and considerations that should be addressed before portfolios are adopted.  It details the contradictions that arise and makes specific recommendations for incorporating portfolios into any major curricula.


Initial consideration of portfolio use in the PAPP program was prompted by a college-wide programming project to develop capstone experiences in the major discipline programs.  A capstone experience is a devise institutions use to mark the final year of college as either as a transition or a conclusion.  “The aim is to give students an experience or exercise which is retrospective—tying the four years of college together—or prospective--preparing the student for the next phase of life after undergraduate education.” (Levine, 1998)


A team of faculty members was assigned the task of coordinating the college-wide development of capstone experiences.  Our first job was to encourage the entirety of the faculty to review existing programs. In this process, faculty were asked: 1) to determine whether the four-year curricula was sufficiently integrated and coherent for a student to be able to articulate what they had learned; and 2) whether the current curriculum adequately prepared students for the post-graduate world.  Answering these questions during the development phase of the capstone program was really an exercise in backward mapping.  The challenge was to create a capstone experience that would tie the curriculum together in a meaningful way that students could understand and appreciate as they progressed toward graduation.  This forced faculty to rethink program objectives, curricular requirements, teaching and learning styles and outcome measures.


In practice, the faculty was being asked to develop a capstone experience that itself would become an agency of integration of required courses in a major and an agency of assessment, by forcing the faculty to examine the adequacy of their programs.  It was the result of this curriculum review that portfolios emerged as a possible tool to help meet the stated objectives of the capstone program.  Portfolios also appeared to offer the most promise of meeting both discipline specific and college-wide learning objectives.  Portfolios, in their application, were believed to provide students, faculty, administrators and potential employers the best visible evidence to document progress in teaching and learning.  After five years of portfolio use, we have learned that portfolios are indeed valuable teaching and learning tools, but caution that the successful use of portfolios is dependent upon thoughtful planning and careful monitoring of the portfolio process.  In order to obtain the full benefits offered by the portfolio, it is important to consider a number of strategic questions before incorporating portfolios into the learning process.


First, what function will the portfolio serve? Portfolios come in a variety of forms and serve a variety of functions. Step one in developing a framework for portfolio use is to understand what portfolios are and how they work. It is important to clarify the purpose of the portfolio within the context of the discipline specific program before considering their adoption. 


The three types of portfolios commonly used by educators include the employment portfolio, the assessment portfolio, and the learning portfolio. Employment portfolios are a collection of artifacts that represent an individual’s accomplishments, strengths and expertise.  They contain items commonly requested by employers such as a resume, a professional objective statement as well as individually selected submissions that set the student-job candidate apart from other potential employees (Foote and Vermette, 2001).  Assessment portfolios are more structured and standardized according to the goals and objectives of the particular program.  This type of portfolio gathers assignments and evidence to demonstrate attainment of prescribed competencies, standards or outcomes (Dietz, 1999).  Assessment portfolios possess a higher degree of reliability and validity than other portfolios.  Because of the reliability dictated nature of this type of portfolio, there is less emphasis on personal reflection (Foote and Vermette, 2001).  Learning portfolios contain a more personalized collection of work samples.  This type of portfolio is meant to demonstrate growth in learning and development of competencies and skills over time (Foote and Vermette, 2001).  In this portfolio type, there is a greater emphasis on the personal goals of the student.  Its primary goal is to stimulate reflective practice and provide evidence of knowledge acquired over time
Collective understanding of the purpose of portfolios should be built among involved parties as the portfolio process gets underway.  Reaching agreement in the development phase makes implementation much easier and provides a foundation of agreement to refer to when questions emerge in later stages of the process (Dietz, 1999).  Agreement can be reached most easily through faculty development programs that work toward a shared understanding of the value of portfolios in the learning process.   Providing an overview of portfolios followed by several well-structured discussion sessions is normally enough to develop a sense of what faculty know and understand about portfolios to move forward.  

In the PAPP program, consensus on the purpose of portfolios was reached rather quickly.  In this program, the purpose of the portfolio is three-fold: 1) to enhance active learning; 2) to help students recognize the curriculum as integrated and meaningful; and 3) to put in place a tool for assessing teaching and learning.  The learning portfolio was selected because it most closely fit the goals of the capstone program, which was to engage students in a reflective learning process and provide faculty a means of measuring the learning that has taken place.   


Second, when should portfolios be compiled? Once the purpose of the portfolio has been determined, deciding when the portfolio should be compiled within the curriculum is a simple choice.  For example, if the purpose of the portfolio is to represent and individual’s strengths and expertise, then compiling it at or near the end of the curriculum is best.  This form of an employment portfolio has found a well-established place in capstone courses, most commonly in writing curriculum (Miholic and Moss, 2001).  Compiling portfolios in the capstone course is appropriate for showcasing final products to employers and introducing students to professional opportunities.  When portfolios are functioning as learning and assessment tools however, compiling them late into the degree program is not advisable because it gives no valid indication of where students started and what has been learned.


When the purpose of the portfolio is to enhance the learning process, it is recommended that the process begins early and is developed incrementally as students’ progress toward graduation. This approach serves to capture the added learning that takes place at each subsequent level of the program.  The rationale for portfolio use in the earliest stage of the curriculum is based on a constructivist framework.  Constructivism generally focuses on the value of prior knowledge and experience as the foundation for development of new skills and knowledge (Foote and Vermette, 2001).  Proponents of the developmental portfolio system claim that the process instills an attitude of life-long learning because it allows students to demonstrate personal growth over time (Anderson and DeMeulle, 1998).  Throughout the process, the student receives constructive feedback on how to improve his or her personal learning and is given the freedom to decide what is useful (Hays, 2004).


Introducing portfolios in gateway courses provides students the opportunity to revisit, improve and reconstruct portfolio entries in later courses.  It also gives students an opportunity to understand how to organize the portfolio and most importantly it gives students an opportunity to practice the reflective process.  Learning is therefore advanced as students’ progress toward degree completion.  Furthermore, it provides faculty with an “envelope of the mind” for each participant in the program.  By reviewing the portfolio, the faculty can learn much about the student’s development toward becoming a reflective learner (Hays, 2004). This understanding can be particularly valuable in the advisement process.  Used in this manner, portfolios can also serve as a multi-year assessment tool—proof that stated major and general education academic competencies have been achieved at each level of the program.  The portfolio thus serves as an evaluation instrument by identifying how well curriculum components are being delivered and received.  In order to use the portfolio in this capacity, the portfolio has to be evaluated at set intervals in the program curriculum.  


In the case of the PAPP program, introducing portfolios in the gateway course, embedding portfolio assignments into core courses and making them an integral part of the advisement and extracurricular activities program helps to achieve the learning and assessment functions of portfolios.  Compiling portfolios in this manner shifts some of the focus away from the final product of students’ work, to the inherent value of portfolios as a formative tool, aligning closely with the stated purpose of the portfolio.


Third, what should go in to a portfolio? There is widespread confusion over what should be included in learning portfolios.  Discussing this matter is a natural way to once again explore the purpose of portfolios, especially when the purpose is assessment.  It is important however, not to become too rigid about what goes into a portfolio.  If the portfolios are being used for assessment there should be a basic commitment to a limited number of portfolio components that serve the evaluation function.  These may include standardized test scores from departmental exams, paper samples from core courses, completed projects and other evidence of basic competencies dictated by the particular program.  Even when assessment is the primary purpose of the portfolio, assignments should be kept dynamic and interesting.  If the portfolio is more developmental in nature, these items should be collected at varying times throughout the program to get an indication of how the student is progressing.  


The learning portfolio provides much greater flexibility in regards to the items included than do typical assessment instruments.   The portfolio should be viewed as another way to reveal qualities of the teaching and learning process that often gets ignored in common assessment efforts.  The learning portfolio should add value to courses and the curriculum by encouraging students to include supplements that highlight inventiveness, problem solving and synthesis skills, among others.  Involving students in the process of determining what will be included in the portfolio serves to involve them in the assessment of their own learning.  This approach, rather than a predetermined list of portfolio components, should be the guideline for placing particular items into a learning portfolio (Herbert, 1998).


In the PAPP program, students begin to compile their individual learning portfolio in the gateway course.  Most students entering at this level have very limited experience or academic background to draw upon in creating a portfolio.  Students are given the rationale for the portfolio as well as directions on how to design and organize it.  The introductory portfolio is used to expose students to a breath of knowledge and a variety of skills as a foundation for further development and later revision.  Specific assignments are required and are refined or replaced throughout the program until final compilation of the portfolio takes place in the capstone course.  It is widely believed that students need this extended period of time to develop and practice the reflective process (Yost, Sentner, and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000; Wenzlaff, 1998; Foote and Vermette, 2001).  


Students in introductory courses are being exposed to basic philosophies, theories, and practices in the field.  The portfolio components created for the foundation level portfolio seek to provide evidence that the student is on their way to establishing the appropriate level of content knowledge in the subject area as well as developing competencies needed for life-long learning.  Portfolio components can fall into general categories of competencies with specific strategies assigned at each level of the program, which are useful for demonstrating students’ knowledge of the field and basic undergraduate learning skills.  These supplements are refined in the developmental portfolio process.  Such categories of competencies and strategies might include:

· Written communication:

· Proposition and reflective essays examining key issues in the discipline

· Research papers or research designs tied to key themes within the major 

· Examinations to assess understanding of vertical integration of the field of study

· Literature reviews demonstrating the importance and interrelationships of theories, concepts, methodologies and principles

· Oral communication:

· Session participation review as to how well students respond to questions posed to members of a seminar

· Critiques or oral presentations by other students

· Written feedback from faculty on oral presentation done by student

· Collaborative competencies:

· Peer review and evaluation of group exercises

· Assessment of small group discussions/projects/activities of critical issues to help students master the dynamics of group work

· Research, Numerical, Technological competencies:

· Literature surveys—ability to search for and use literature in the field

· Research designs—searches through material with the objective of determining what is of importance to the designated topic/hypotheses

· Computer application—computer based data searches of literature, data analysis, budget analysis, etc.

· Higher order thinking:

· Journal reflections or logs

· Exercises in analysis, synthesis and argumentation

· Reflective essays of learning experiences

· Analysis of key primary and secondary sources of research

· Hypothesis development

The portfolio can also used to demonstrate the social and emotional development of the student.  Too often, faculties observe students in their final semester who lack the affective qualities necessary to be a successful professional in the field of study.  These students are unguided, disorganized, lack inter-and intra-personal skills, or generally present themselves as unprofessional.  Developmental portfolios can help alleviate some of these problems through the presentation and submission process.  Students can submit evidence of professional growth beginning in the gateway course and provide additional evidence as they move through the program.  Such evidence might include:

· A framing statement of academic and career goals

· Self-reports of personal and professional strengths and weaknesses

· A letter of introduction to internship programs, graduate school, or potential employers

· Evaluation reports from internship supervisors referencing the students’ demeanor, attendance, work ethic, etc.

· Exit interview with a faculty member or academic advisor

At each level of the program students can revise or replace components to reflect growth in basic understandings, knowledge, skills and social-emotional development.  Of course there are many other categories of competencies and possible entries that might evidence discipline specific content knowledge, major foundations and social-emotional development.  It is important for both students and faculty embarking on this process to have a clear understanding at the foundation level what items are required components of the portfolio process, why they were selected and how they will be evaluated.  It is also important to stress the individuality of portfolio creation by allowing students to submit evidence of enhanced learning that has occurred.  Such evidence might include:

· Documentation of participation in activities, employment, career-awareness, voluntary service, service learning, study abroad, research projects or experience-based education related to the major field of study

· Copies of work produced in other major courses or related courses that demonstrate interdisciplinary learning.

Students should have the freedom as an active learner to decide what might be included 

beyond a list of minimum recommended or required content. Students should however, be able to describe what information in included, why they included it, how the information relates to the curriculum and how they use it to help learning.  In discussing the content of the learning portfolio students are demonstrating reflection, even if it is in a disguised way. 

Fourth, what is the best way to manage portfolios? Many colleges are encouraging students to highlight their academic work and reflect on their college experience through multimedia presentations know as electronic portfolios (Young, 2002).  An e-portfolio is an extensive resume that links to an electronic repository of students’ papers, volunteer activities, pictures from study-abroad and internship experiences, and anything else that demonstrates a student’s accomplishments and involvement.  Most of the portfolio are stored on college Websites and allow for copies to be burned onto CD-ROMs.  Easy-to-use software has been developed that integrates student portfolios with existing campus information systems (http:www.eportconsortium.org).  The software promises to give students and advisors tools to build custom portfolios, but frequently at a high price.  The e-portfolio system requires consortium membership fees with an estimated annual cost of $10,000.  To avoid this cost, some colleges have developed their own electronic-portfolio systems and are now requiring students to demonstrate in an e-portfolio achievement of core abilities before graduating (http:www.alverno.edu/academics/ddp.html). To date, most e-portfolios have been made available to students through student-support programs used almost exclusively for helping students search form employment.  It is not unthinkable however, that in the very near future, e-portfolio technology will be used to track student learning and assessment on a broad-based level.


Today, the most common method of portfolio management is the paper-in-binder version.  If the academic program using portfolios is highly enrolled, managing paper portfolios can be cumbersome in terms of administration, privacy and storage requirements.  Large programs have frequently been deterred from adopting portfolios because of the management concerns that arise with high numbers of participants.  Inevitably there will be work lost, files misplaced and other unforeseen problems (Anderson, 2000).  When programs are small and enrollment low (as in the case of the PAPP program, n=25) paper portfolios can be easily managed by having students retain the portfolios throughout the program.  Copies of assessment items are kept in the student’s advisement folder during the course of the program to help advisors and students reflect on teaching and learning.  The materials are reviewed during advisement meetings to help students make connections with their various educational experiences.  For assessment purposes, the college retains the finished portfolio compiled in the capstone course.  The paper-in-binder system requires students to make two copies of the portfolio if they desire to use it for employment or professional development purposes.  This creates added costs for students in both time and money.

Management systems that store portfolios digitally promise greater efficiency and benefits in terms of making it easier to organize and distribute student materials for all programs, regardless of size.  Electronic management systems of portfolios also expose students to technology (Patten, 2001).  Requiring students to compile portfolios in an electronic format will help students view technology as a fundamental tool in their repertoire.  Electronic portfolios make it easy to edit and adapt the portfolio for any audience.  If such a system is being considered, it will likely require the assistance of campus computing administrators and academic-technology officials before adoption can occur.  Electronic portfolios also require all faculty and students engaged in the process to be computer literate and familiar with the management software.


Fifth, how should portfolios be evaluated? Evaluating portfolios can be the most challenging element of the process.  At first glance, the portfolio evaluation can be overwhelming.  Images of grueling grading sessions where faculty ply through hundreds of portfolios until the evaluation methodology essentially becomes invalid through fatigue, is commonly cited as a convincing reason for avoiding portfolios in the learning process.  Issues of internal and external threats to validity common to all assessment plans must be examined.  The impact however, of reader fatigue, reviewer drop out or the degree to which the biases and the expectations of the reader have led to distorted judgments can be easily and effectively controlled.  Creating an assessment approach that includes checks and balances will help to remedy these weaknesses as well as monitor how grades are derived (Miholic and Moss, 2001). 

The most important means of achieving confidence in the evaluation process is to use multiple reviewers in a cross-grading system rather than having a single person, say the portfolio coordinator, exam each portfolio and every portfolio component.  It is recommended that whenever possible, a team of faculty and outside reviewers be used in portfolio evaluation.  Outside reviewers can be an asset in examining the work of students because they can identify deficiencies in skills not easily recognized by internal program administrators who are frequently responsible for program instruction.  Furthermore, outside reviewers often have a stake in the professional development of the student in a general field of study and in so doing, may be able to make recommendations for programmatic changes without fear of internal political reprisal.


Once the reviewers have been selected, it is necessary to establish consistent, reliable grading criteria.  Checklists and rubrics are useful in reviewing portfolios.  Rubrics, in the form of agreed-upon criteria, guide raters in assessment and make the portfolio evaluation process both quantifiable and more accountable.  They offer the added benefit of being a relatively quick method for reviewing portfolios.  It is important that the grading criteria be based on a solid operational foundation.  To insure that the portfolio process is legitimate, the stated program objectives must be central to determining the grading criteria.  The grading criteria should be clearly articulated and adhered to.  It is also imperative that a clear, well-communicated timetable be in place for students to plan, create, reflect, reconsider and revise works prior to the final evaluation.


In the PAPP program the portfolios are compiled over a number of years with many of the portfolio entries having been evaluated as part of the coursework or by the academic advisor during “check point” sessions that are scheduled annually.  As a result, it is not always necessary for the portfolio reviewer to examine every component in the portfolio.  In this program, review of the portfolio is an ongoing process.  The final evaluation of the portfolio takes place in the capstone course by a team of faculty who apply an agreed upon grading rubric to the portfolio.  The rubric is used to document the knowledge and skills that the student is expected to develop throughout the program. The evaluation of the portfolio in this manner creates a reflective process that connects each portfolio component with an intended curriculum goal or program objective.  Through this learning process, both successes and deficiencies in the teaching and learning process are identified.  The only way to capture this information is to establish the portfolios early in the program and revisit them often as students progress throughout the academic program.


While a complete portfolio is not a substitute for good grades in challenging academic courses, over the last five years we have learned that portfolios offer another way to develop skills and reveal qualities that often get ignored in assessing a student’s potential.  A substantial positive consequence of the portfolio in the PAPP program has been the assessment-driven improvements that have added new life to the institutional mission of promoting excellence through active learning.  Portfolio use can enhance the active learning and assessment process by promoting candid discussions among faculty about students, learning and the connection between them.  Portfolios encourage faculty and students to share goals and objectives and appreciate what has been accomplished together.  The involvement, sense of connection, open communication, self-reflection and self-advocacy that students demonstrate in building their portfolios, stress learning by doing rather than the customary passive-learning model of many academic disciplines.  In short, the portfolio process has helped to boost faculty enthusiasm, raise educational expectations and provide innovative ways to measure the personal attainment of those expectations. 
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