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or many years, we have talked about the ways that

ePortfolios can provide opportunities for learners

to document their learning by making visible the
knowledge, skills, and abilities that they develop in higher
education." We also know that ePortfolios can provide
opportunities for learners to engage in integrative
learning, particularly when faculty leverage ePortfolios
to meet essential learning outcomes and transform
student learning.* Recently, Bass & Eynon note that the
need for integration is more critical than ever amidst
calls to “unbundle” higher education.’ Instead, they argue
for more integrated, “rebundled” systems for learners
as they move through an increasingly disintegrated
digital ecosystem in higher education. One tool of such
integration is the ePortfolio, yet ePortfolio can mean
different things to different stakeholders, putting at risk its
integrative properties.

At the recent AAEEBL Annual Meeting, a recurring
theme among attendees was the lack of one definition of
ePortfolio. This ties into the work of Ashley Kehoe, who
calls our attention to the fact that the notion of electronic
portfolios is redundant in a digital world, necessitating
a re-thinking of the “e” For instance, an alternative
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e” could refer to the ability of the ePortfolio to surface
(new) evidence of learning beyond traditional educational
assignments; to showcase and make connections between
learners’ unique and varied learning experiences; to
demonstrate competencies and abilities for employment.
All of these uses (and there are more) should empower
learners as they develop their unique identities.

While empowerment is often an unarticulated learning
outcome in higher education (I realize, for instance, that
thisisacentral goal of mine in my teaching but [ have never
articulated it for learners in my stated learning outcomes),
it seems to me that we could be more intentional with our
ePortfolio work to harness the “evidence of [the learner]
experience™ to empower our learners. Beyond a more
altruistic goal of setting learners up for future success in
their lives and careers, focusing our work with ePortfolios
this way can open up new possibilities for authentic records
of achievement that augment (or may even someday
replace) traditional records, such as transcripts, as we aim
to recognize the long history of learning across a learning
career." However, such efforts should not be undertakenin
isolation — we can only be truly successful harnessing the
“evidence of experience” if we do this work in a systematic
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way that addresses the goals of the broader learning
organization in which the ePortfolio is implemented. In
this sense, we might think about all of the stakeholders
(learners, instructors, advisors, administrators, etc.) in
the learning organization who can be empowered in their
learning using ePortfolios. While not all stakeholders may
use ePortfolios themselves, making visible the evidence of
learning on a campus can allow all involved to develop a
better and deeper understanding of the learning goals of
the institution. This stakeholders approach’ is essential
for transforming learning in the academy today because
without shared understanding of the power of learner
evidence to empower, we risk working at cross-purposes.

We can only be truly
successful harnessing the
‘evidence of experience”

if we do this work in

a systematic way that
addresses the goals of

the broader learning
organization in which the
ePortfolio is implemented.

In this article, I discuss the concepts that frame my
thinking, consider the ways ePortfolios can provide
authentic evidence that can be used for assessment, and
share ideas about the potential that a design focused on
pathways for learning has for empowering all learners’ in
the learning organization to transform higher education.
I argue that we need to think carefully about the types
of evidence we can make visible using ePortfolios, how
that evidence is understood by stakeholders across the
institution, and work collectively across our institutions
to harness the evidence of experience to create more
meaningful and authentic records of learning that
empower our learners and stakeholders.

FrAMING CONCEPTS

WHAT Is THE EPORTFOLIO IDEA?
Throughout 2015, AAEEBL hosted a webinar series
exploring the ePortfolio idea because there are so many

definitions and uses for eportfolios. As noted above, while
no one definition emerged, there are a number of things
that seem common to ways of thinking about ePortfolios
as a pedagogy and set of practices. Eportfolios are most
effective when they contain some reflective process or folio
thinking, are learner-centered, provide opportunities for
learners to be integrative in their thinking about learning,
and help them to illuminate their own learner pathways as
they transfer their learning between and among different
learning contexts (academic, workplace, community).
When implemented with these goals in mind, they
provide more authentic evidence of learner achievement
than other forms of assessment (like multiple choice
exams) because they allow the learner to make visible the
ways that their various learning experiences fit together to
illuminate their unique identities.

THE “EvIDENCE OF EXPERIENCE”

The relationship between evidence and identity is an
important one. As an historian, I am always thinking
about the ways that different types of evidence
(documents, images, films, etc.) can lead us to various
interpretations of the past. In her groundbreaking work
on lived experience and history, historian Joan W. Scott
theorized about the ways that new evidence of the visual
and visceral experiences of historical agents, previously
unexplored by historians, could be used to shed light
on the “..dimensions of human life and activity usually
deemed unworthy of mention in conventional histories.”
While Scott acknowledged the importance of making
more visible the range of historical experiences that
different evidence affords historians, she cautioned that it
was essential to remember that, “it is not individuals who
have experience, but subjects who are constituted through
experience.”” In other words, we must keep in mind that
our learners are subjects whose experiences shape how
and what they reveal about their learning."

Scott’s advice to historians about using the “evidence of
experience” is equally relevant for us as we think about
the ways that our learners document their own learning
in ePortfolios.How do the educational systems that they
learn in produce certain types of evidence and perhaps
not others? In other words, how do courses, programs, or
institutions shape learning and the evidence of learning
that results? How does the use of evidence of student
learning (such as learning in a co-curricular context)
support transformative learning or pose challenges for
us — how “real” are the learning experiences outside the
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classroom? How much should they “count” for learners
who are aiming to document their achievement of
particular learning outcomes? Should we provide credit or
not for this learning? How these questions are answered
depends on both the institutional culture and perspectives
on these questions from the stakeholders. For instance,
faculty members in different disciplines may have
contrasting responses and these may diverge still from
the answers provided by Student Affairs professionals
or a Dean or Provost. Indeed, this is where I think the
“evidence of experience” can provide challenges for us on
our campuses as we seek to empower learners. Without
some shared sense of why ePortfolios are important and
useful to institutions in meeting their stated priorities and

mission, initiatives are put at risk. However, if we connect
our ePortfolio initiatives to our broader institutional
missions there is a greater chance that the evidence of
learning curated by our learners will be valuable and
useful to various stakeholders. And since many of our
institutions are increasingly focused on providing diverse
learning opportunities for students that produce evidence,
we should be poised to seize this opportunity.

In their work on improving teaching and learning by
making evidence of assessment more visible, Eubanks
& Gliem promote enhancing course evaluation and
instruction with evidence of learning from outside the
traditional classroom. They argue that this allows learners

Fig. 1. IUPUI ePDP Plan. The model, being used in first-year seminars and several degree programs and co-curricular initiatives exemplifies a way
to take into account the formation of learner identities as part of the curriculum. Source: Cathy Buyarski and Susan Kahn at IUPUI.”?

Conceptual Model for the IUPUI electronic Personal Development Plan (ePDP)

Setting Self-Concordant Goals

1 burdoys

If and Others

'C Sfll_".'] Awareness

SUD] 123.1D)) puD

uoyoonp

Developing Hope

(Pathways + Agency)

B

Meaningful
College
Experience

Toward Life-Long,
Life-Wide Learning

Integrating Lear™®

07

THE AAEEBL ePORTFOLIO REVIEW


http:IUPUI.12

Empowering learners with ePorfolios

to document evidence of a wide range of achievements
that allow them to better serve the needs of 21st century
society. A richer representation of learning, they
suggest, can also increase the public credibility of higher
education because “authentic student achievements that
are addressed to a real world audience can..add value
to degrees and the granting institutions.”® Yet, how do
these intentions affect the ways that learner identities are
formed?™

reflective learning is needed in curricular designs
utilizing ePortfolio. In addition, careful attention to where
ePorfolio thinking and development is introduced and
reinforced for proficiency in the wider lived experience
of learners is needed. Yet it is also important to think
beyond the traditional academic curriculum to include,
and indeed bridge, the learning that happens in both
academic and student affairs contexts. In other words, an
integrative approach across the learning organization that

Nguyen suggests thinking about the ways
that the “ePortfolio serves as a ‘living portal,
through which students may continually
re-articulate their ideas of self to others,
bringing about new understandings and
ethical intentions.”” We might take this a step
further to include our institutional identities
in the equation. How might the evidence or
learning documented in ePortfolios assist
us to articulate clear learning outcomes for
students who choose to study on our campus
versus another? How might this shared sense of
purpose inform a “real world” audience about
what types of learning happen on our campuses
and how this sets our graduates up for success
in their future learning careers? More aligned
approaches to answering these questions across Families & Crisis
the learning organization are needed. We Aslng

should also work to ensure that our learning
designs provide opportunities for learner
identity formation without constraining the
ability of individual learners to be themselves,
rather than just conforming to broader societal
and institutional ideals about higher education.
It is important, I think, to keep these issues in
mind as we design ePortfolio projects aimed at

Fig. 2: Thyra Calvert's ePortfolio in the Introduction Course is a good example of
how learners were encouraged to think about themselves in the broader context
of the SMF program. Source: Thyra Calvert.
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engages the variety of stakeholders who are interested in
the learning afforded by ePortfolio is needed.!

For instance, we integrated ePortfolios into the Sexuality,
Marriage, and Family Studies (SMF) program where I
taught previously as part of a larger curriculum redesign
to ensure that our graduates met the learning outcomes
for the program upon graduation. We realized that it
was unrealistic to expect all faculty to use ePortfolios so
planned for their introduction in a first-year course, to
have them reinforced in a third-year milestone course,
and for emerging proficiency to be demonstrated during
the fourth year capstone course. In all instances, learners
were encouraged to reflect on their learning and to make
connections to learning that happened both in and
outside of the classroom as they developed their abilities
in the program. We observed the ways that our learners
used the ePortfolio to consider and reconsider their ideas
about sexuality and relationships and how these shifted
and changed over time as they moved through our
program.” Indeed, the ePortfolio component became a
signature initiative of the program. Most importantly,
the ePortfolio made visible learning and connections
that were previously hidden from the instructors and
empowered the learners themselves to document their
learning in ways that were meaningful to them while
also meeting the program’s learning outcomes. This
intentional integration of ePortfolio, then, ensured that
we were meeting our institutional outcomes, while also
allowing our learners to develop their identities in relation
to our program over time.

The SMF program is a good example of what
Kathleen Blake Yancey calls thinking about
the ePortfolio AS the curriculum.!® ePortfolios
that are fully integrated provide learners and
teachers opportunities to think like ePortfolio
makers because it encourages consideration of
the purpose of the ePortfolio. This idea builds on
Yancey’s earlier work that outlined the need to
think about the delivered, lived and experienced
curricula when we are designing ePortfolio
implementations.!

We might take this one step further to the
institutional level to address the needs and
goals of all stakeholders through an integrated
approach to ePortfolios. This would allow

Years 1 and 2

Introduction to Ethics
— “Reflection and

of their experience of learning as individuals in that
institutional context. How might this coherence affect
the “evidence of experience” I believe that we would
begin to see true transformation of learning — our
institutional missions and strategies would articulate an
institutional identity through which learner portfolios
could provide evidence of their individualized learning
in that context. This could move us beyond a “check box”
approach of learners to document that they meet a set of
learning outcomes toward a more meaningful picture
of the various ways that learners engage both academic
and student affairs contexts to develop as learners and
individuals. To be successful, designers of the learning
process would, of course, need to think carefully about
how learning in those different contexts is assessed and for
what purpose. Shared conversations between academic
and student affairs about what assessment means can
create cohesive alignment between ePortfolio initiatives
and the institution’s mission, allowing us to move beyond
scenarios where learners simply deposit evidence to earn
their credentials

Assessment of learning should harness the “evidence
of experience” in ways that document the learning that
happens in classrooms for the purposes of a grade (often
what learners in higher education focus on) but also makes
space for documenting other types of learning that moves
beyond simply “validating” that a learner has performed
a certain task (i.e., that they performed 20 hours of
community service). This requires that we begin to think
of assessment in new ways — we need to consider how
different types of evidence of learning from a variety of

Fig. 3: ePortfolio thinking within the curriculum
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contexts can be used to support our institutional goals and
mission. For example, a liberal arts institution may want
different types of evidence than a community college and
would design ePortfolio implementations that suit them.
This also involves thinking about the different purposes
assessment serves on a campus for learners and the
institution itself: learners may need to produce evidence
of learning in the form of grades to achieve a credential,
to move into further study, or even for preparing for
certain careers. Institutions need to provide evidence of
learning to accrediting bodies, but also to the marketplace
to demonstrate that graduates have developed the abilities
necessary to be successful in their careers. A more
intentional and comprehensive approach to capturing
the diverse evidence of learning on a campus could help
to address the added pressure today for complementary
records of learning that provide a more complete picture
of learning in the lived or experienced curriculum.2°

Thinking of assessment this way means that it “..does
not just lie in the hands of faculty..we need to develop the
‘whole student’ by aligning curricular and co-curricular
experiences with our institutional missions and learning
outcomes.” Yet our institutions tend to operate in silos
that make it difficult to offer coordinated and integrated
approaches to learning that highlight the unique
missions of our campuses. Making central the evidence
of student learning from across the learning contexts
on our campuses “..can help create synergies between
functions and roles that often operate independently
of one another.”?* Building on Bass and Eynon’s call for
“rebundling” higher education by integrating the various
elements of the digital learning ecosystem, I suggest
that we apply the kind of integrative thinking that is
found in the best ePortfolio curricula to the broader
learning organization itself in order to foster new types of
assessment practices, rooted in authentic evidence.

DEsIGNING PATHWAYS FOR LEARNING

Today we need to find ways to privilege authentic learner
evidence because our learners are diverse — they do not
always come to us directly from high school as they
once did. The “new majority” includes older and first-
generation learners, many of whom pursue credentials
while also engaged in work. These learners arrive with
knowledge, skills, and abilities and ePortfolios provide
them with opportunities to document and demonstrate
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what they know, understand, and are able to do. This can
be empowering for all learners because it communicates
that the learning that happens in all contexts is valued.
When we fail to recognize or value the diversity of
experience in our learners and do not provide them
with opportunities to document and reflect on what they
know, we can create unintended inequities. For instance,
we may privilege some learners and their experiences
over others or set up situations where learners feel the
need to conform to a particular standard, rather than
articulate the learning as they experienced it. Instead,
we can use ePortfolio practices to surface the “evidence
of experience” of all of our learners and allow them to
demonstrate to us who they are as learners that reflects
our diverse student bodies. If we can pair the ePortfolio
with traditional records of achievement to recognize
this diversity of learning and apply integrated learning
designs, we can begin to move toward more “open and
integrative” learning experiences for all learners.?
While many ePortfolio advocates recognize this and are
taking steps to move toward developing systems on their
campuses that are attuned to these needs it is clear that
more work can be done.

RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN
PeErsoNAL PATHWAYS AND PORTFOLIOS FOR
LearnNiNG (RIPPPL)

One effort to move toward amore systematic approach that
engages multiple stakeholders in ePortfolio design and
implementation is my current research with colleagues
in British Columbia, Canada. Owur work focuses on
developing approaches to ePortfolio that make central the
evidence of personal pathways across contexts and sectors
(K-12 > Higher Education > Workplace/Community) so
that we can set learners up for success as they develop the
knowledge, skills and abilities that will allow them to be
lifelong learners able to contribute meaningfully to 21st
century society. Our goal is to design learning that meets
the needs of stakeholders across sectors by focusing on
knowledge practices that learners engage in and develop
that can be transferred among sectors. One instantiation
of this might be learners documenting their emerging
capability with a set of knowledge practices in secondary
school, further developing these practices within
disciplines in higher education, and then transferring
that knowledge to employment and community learning
contexts upon graduation.
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Central to this approach is the mobilization of knowledge
in ePortfolio among sectors so that stakeholders share a
common language and approach to learning development.
As a start, we created an early prototype of one approach
for privileginglearners’ unique and diverse experiencesin
the higher education sector aimed at capturing knowledge
practices related to the university strategic priorities
at Thompson Rivers University. We wanted to open up
space for learners to chart their own pathways through
their university careers that highlights the ways that they
engage in knowledge practices and that represent some
level of achievement of the campus strategic priorities,
through curricular, co-curricular, and extra-curricular
learning at a variety of developmental levels.

At the heart of the “Pathways for Learning” model is
the idea that each learner brings with them knowledge,
skills, and abilities from different learning sectors and in
various stages of development that shape their learning
experiences on our campus.? As such, the learners
themselves have the ability to document where they are
along their pathway, gain recognition for their learning
at each stage of development (with both credits and non-
credits), and plan for new learning opportunities. Making
these pathways visible allows the institution to recognize
the variety of learning experiences on the campus and
provides evidence useful for guiding program redesign.
This authentic evidence can also allow us to work with our
partners in different sectors to explore concrete ways to
transfer the knowledge between and among experiences
of our learners to other opportunities. This type of
work requires a more integrative approach to the design
not only of programs of study, but also across the entire
institution?* and into the workplace and community.
As noted above, stakeholders across the campus have
their own “evidence of experience” and it is important
to consider how ePortfolios can be of value in leveraging
those experiences to provide more institutional
coherence. Undoubtedly, these efforts will require more
innovative and holistic models for comprehensive student
(and institutional) records. 2

At the end of the day, work with ePortfolio practices and
pedagogies should be focused on the ways that we can
privilege and surface the variety of evidence that our
unique learners bring to their learning. By providing them
with opportunities to share and make visible their evidence
of learning with us, we not only allow them to develop
their unique identities, but also open up space for more
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equitable learning opportunities for the diverse learners
we encounter today. While this approach can create new
possibilities for rethinking records of achievement, it
more importantly represents a call to action for us all to
ensure that we practice what we preach. We can begin
to model, throughout our educational systems, the type
of integrative approaches that ePortfolio enthusiasts
advocate. This requires thoughtful and new approaches to
managing the ways that we operate in higher education -
we need to break out of our silos and work together more
meaningfully and intentionally. Those of us on the front
lines know that this is no easy task — but, our learners are
our future and they are worth the effort.
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