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The electronic portfolio (e-Portfolio) comes in many shapes and forms, from the photographs, paintings, and sculptures of artists to the work of architects, engineers, and facilities managers. Image One of its precursors, called Commonplace Books, served as personal references and journals for authors, containing their writings and resources. Originating in ancient Greece and carried about by authors well into the 19th century, they were one means of coping with the information overload of the Renaissance Period. Commonplace Books helped students select, organize, classify, and remember key concepts. Certainly, the e-Portfolio is a vehicle for today’s learners not only to organize their learning, but also to archive and present their educational and work experiences.

With purposes and technologies rapidly multiplying, experiments with the e-Portfolio continue to spring up. In Europe, for example, e-Portfolios are used in undergraduate and graduate dentistry programs, in schools of medicine, and with postgraduate vocational trainees. Clearly, as higher education has recently begun to focus on a learner-centered approach, the emerging debate on e-Portfolios and lifelong learning ownership is one to watch.

To What Purpose?

A portfolio, no matter what format, has always been intended to be much more than a high-end résumé, an online repository, or a digital scrapbook. But numerous ideas exist about its purpose and use—for learning, for assessment, and for employment. Do these different purposes confuse students, teachers, and employers? Probably. As these and other ideas continue to flourish, many learners aren’t sure about how and when to use the e-Portfolio or the benefits it might bring. But, ultimately, for the learner, the e-Portfolio must be multifaceted and adaptable. Individuals should be able to choose different purposes for a variety of environments, and find a range of tools for shaping those purposes.

Currently, e-Portfolio use in teacher education and other professions, such as health care, is geared to assessment and accountability. In fact, this focus is where most institutions and vendors are investing their resources. Some educators see the e-Portfolio as a comprehensive and effective method for students to reflect on what they have learned and to articulate their knowledge and skills to professors and employers. Others, such as e-Portfolio expert Helen Barrett, worry that such a focus, with its scoring systems and strict protocols, will turn off both teachers and students to e-Portfolios. She sees the strong possibility that “high-stakes assessment and accountability are killing portfolios as a reflective tool to support deep learning.”

A related purpose puts the e-Portfolio right in the middle of the workplace, with an application on skills. As one example, the European Certificate of Basic Skills (EUCEBS), funded through the European Commission, was piloted in eight European countries. Using a competence-based approach in six domains, including learning to learn, communication, and citizenship, it works with learners who are “without formal qualifications, early school leavers, immigrants, traveling persons, prisoners, and job-seekers abroad.” Participants at EUCEBS Centres, using the e-Portfolio format, organize materials from their previous experiences and also document current learning. The e-Portfolio is beneficial because it credentials prior learning, provides mobility, and links the learner to employers and other higher education institutions.

Many employers are seeking e-Portfolios that document both formal and informal learning, including educational experiences without academic credits attached. “[T]he [college] transcript [is] viewed by many in business and industry as being uninformative and unhelpful in the hiring process,” according to one report, Using Electronic Portfolios in Workforce Education. The report’s panel recommends that the American Association of Community Colleges take the lead and partner with other sectors to pilot “an electronic learning history system.” With the e-Portfolio as the conduit, learners’ formal and informal learning experiences could be validated and transferred across organizational sectors.

What’s more, an e-Portfolio demonstrates the lifelong learner’s constant, and often global, movement between educational and work worlds, and clearly documents some of the “softer skills” the workplace demands. An e-Portfolio such as LaGuardia Community College student Manju Poudel’s bridges environments by organizing abundant experience from dissimilar environments. Likewise, it offers underserved populations a new pathway for accessing postsecondary education. Initiatives such as those sponsored by Saskatchewan Learning and other organizations around the globe have provided formal methods for assessing and recognizing skills and knowledge of indigenous learners, which prove invaluable to college and university admissions offices.

What’s in store for the e-Portfolio? As Barrett says, “The potential of e-Portfolios to support lifelong and lifewide learning is limited only by our current technologies, limited experience, and narrow vision.”
* * *
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Where Are the Tools?

Over the past few years, the number of commercially available tools has surged, helping institutions meet the ever-growing accreditation and assessment requirements. While that’s good news for colleges and universities, most electronic portfolio systems belong to vendors, higher education institutions, business organizations, and governments—leaving mobile learners/workers with few options for taking e-Portfolios with them. Consequently, how do those who’d like to use e-Portfolios across the different spheres of their lives even begin to select and use an appropriate tool? Although there’s much discussion about standardizing e-Portfolio systems so that they easily transfer across environments, there also is disagreement about the effects of standardization on the e-Portfolio experience. The issue is a significant one, because the system itself can shape the e-Portfolio owner’s experience and the end product. According to the online journal Kairos: “The composition tools and software used by [learners] to create their e-Portfolios should be as common as possible. The development of site-specific, database-driven solutions tends to isolate [learners] and diminishes their control over the final product” (Working on Electronic Portfolios: Connections between Work and Study).

Learners/workers do see the e-Portfolio as a highly personal experience—and one that they want to control. In Minnesota, several tools are available for individual e-Portfolio users. The Open Source Portfolio Initiative, offered through Minnesota State Universities and Colleges, e-Folio Minnesota, enables any state resident, including Minnesota school students, educators, and others, to use e-Portfolios to advance their career and education goals. Recently, e-Folio Minnesota surveyed 500 of the 30,000 current users and 20 developers. The respondents, representing a range of ages and ethnicities, noted that they move between roles as students and workers; think that the use of the e-Portfolio has an impact on their learning; and often use it independently of education and workplace environments. The survey showed that integrating personal and professional information is critical to their sense of ownership of the e-Portfolio: “It’s not something that’s handed to you by an institution or by the government, but that it’s something that you’ve made that represents you as a full human being,” said one respondent.

And with increasing options for free, easy-to-use, and nonproprietary (or open) software, learners are more likely to innovate, individualize, and adapt their e-Portfolios for lifelong use. However, as with other consumer products, where the choices are seemingly endless and standards are still emerging, the potential e-Portfolio owner must beware, and learn to make careful assessments. E-Portfolio expert Kathryn Chang Barker’s approach to quality enhancement and assurance is instructive: The e-Portfolio user or instructor should ask two sets of questions, she says, one set about the tools, systems, and services, and the other about the individual or organization’s needs and resources. One source of questions—queries ranging from the level of technological skill required, to the tool’s adaptability to any cultural context—is the Consumer Guide to e-Portfolio Materials and Services, which provides a framework for choosing e-Portfolio tools and systems.

What Are the Possibilities?

E-portfolios for every citizen by 2010? That’s the maxim of the European Institute for E-Learning (EIfEL), a professional association dedicated to supporting professional development. But before society reaches that lofty goal, there is still much to be learned about how students and workers use e-Portfolios and what they think about them. Some knotty issues also have to be confronted: individual privacy, security, and other rights; changes in technology; universal access, especially for people with disabilities and in low socio-economic groups; and economic models that could support such a system. In spite of this, the future holds some promising options.

One example comes from The University of Edinburgh and E-Portfolio Research and Development Community (ERADC): David Tosh, a PhD student active in e-Portfolio research, developed the personal learning landscape to interact with a learner’s e-Portfolio. Eventually, Tosh’s tool also will provide an alternative to the e-Portfolio for documenting, tracking, and assessing one’s learning. Another approach is Helen Barrett’s Digital Archives for Life, or DAL. DAL would provide space to store the raw materials for e-Portfolios, family archives, genealogy records, digital stories, autobiographies, child development data, and evidence of personal and professional accomplishments.
The Lifetime Personal Web Space (LPWS), proposed by Ellen R. Cohn and Bernard J. Hibbits in “Beyond the Electronic Portfolio: A Lifetime Personal Web Space,” is along the same lines. The authors describe the LPWS as “a cradle-to-grave, lifetime personal web space that will enable connections among personal, educational, social, and business systems.” This web system would be organizationally flexible enough so that the learner could document developmental stages of education, work, and play. Multiple “cells” are connected to one another or kept separate; the user would decide whether or not the cell was public or private and who could view different cells. The potential use of the LPWS to organize and link individuals’ personal libraries and workspaces is akin to moving the commonplace books of the library into the electronic age.

Ideally, the format to present learning experiences—whether an e-Portfolio, a personal learning landscape, or a lifetime personal web space—is a vibrant one. When learners begin to think about how, why, and with whom they can share their learning, they become their own Chief Learning Officers.

