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Abstract

The ePortfolio has been launched as an exciting development in education.  Significant numbers of proponents and reviewers are extolling its virtues, vesting it with universal application and panacea qualities, and publicizing exemplars of its usage by educational providers.

Similar excitement accompanied the emergence of paper-based portfolio development courses over 30 years ago.  In particular, with a focus on adult learners, they were seen as a solution to recognizing prior learning from work and life and converting it into academic credit.

Is the current enthusiasm well founded?  Did the previous promise effect improvement in adult learning?

Whatever the answers to those questions might be, it is surprising to find little if any match between the exemplary paper-based portfolio institutions of previous decades (such as Empire State College of the State University of New York, the Office of External Programs of Vermont State Colleges, Thomas Edison State College in New Jersey, and the Alfred North Whitehead College for Lifelong Learning of the University of Redlands in California) and the ePortfolio institutions of current times (such as Penn State University, Stanford University, the University of Alaska, and the University of Wolverhampton, as listed, for example, in Wikipedia, 2007).  The lack of match would suggest there has been a revolution rather than an evolution.  It would point not only to the use of new technology but also a shift of paradigm.  But is this the situation?  Has there been a war of the worlds?  Has something been lost in space?

The conundrum is explored by digging wider and back further than the literature review of Butler (2006).  Unlike that valuable but limited study, this review searches sources other than academic journals, includes fields such as business education, and unearths publications of significance from years prior to 2000.  It also takes into account synonyms for the word ‘portfolio’.  Items of significance from the review include Mandell and Michelson’s book, Portfolio Development and Adult Learning:  Purposes and Strategies, published in 1990 by the United States Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) and including contributions from 15 leading experts in the field, and a number of New Zealand reports on recognition of prior learning and portfolio development from the 1990s.

A comparison of the past and present shows that technology has changed but not the paradigm that relates to portfolio development and assessment.

The purposes remain much the same.  The portfolio was and is an excellent vehicle for recognizing prior learning.  The process of putting the collection of evidence together in a critically reflective way was and is, of itself, empowering.  The usages of the collection were and are many and varied – for example, as the focus for academic assessment, as an indication for suitability for employment, and as a personal record of achievements.  Further, importantly, portfolio development did and does lead to preparation for future learning.

Also, there has not been a ‘revolution’ or ‘shift of paradigm’ in relation to what Mandell and Michelson (1990) - representing documenters of the paper-based era - call the ‘approaches’ to portfolio development.  In line with their thinking, learners did and do have choices as to the appropriate focus of their portfolio development – namely, academic skills development, orientation to the educational institute, personal exploration, the meaning of education, career(s) choice, introduction to a field, experience of work, or degree design.

Also, it can be argued that the ‘models’ of portfolio development have changed little over time.  As described by Simosko (1991, pp. 28-33), with a focus on the process taking place in an institutional setting, the essential steps are pre-entry considerations, candidate profiling, gathering and compiling of evidence, assessment, accreditation (if appropriate), and post-assessment guidance.  The catchy 4-step formula applied recently to ePortfolios of “collect, select, reflect, and connect” (LaGuardia Community College, 2007) is part of this.

Perhaps the main reason for the constancies is that the academic and administrative principles underpinning portfolio assessment have remained the same.  Whitaker (1989) – again as a representative of the paper-based era – listed them (with the first five being academic and the second five administrative) as:

1. Credit should be awarded only for learning, and not for experience.

2. College credit [an American usage that can be interpreted as further and higher education credit] should be awarded only for college level learning.

3. College credit should be awarded only for learning that has a balance, appropriate to the subject, between theory and practical application.

4. The determination of competence levels and of credit awards must be made by appropriate subject matter and academic experts.

5. Credit should be appropriate to the academic context in which it is accepted.

6. Credit awards and their transcript entries should be monitored to avoid giving credit twice for the same learning.

7. Policies and procedures applied to assessment, including provision for appeal, should be fully disclosed and prominently available.

8. Fees charged for assessment should be based on the services performed in the process and not determined by the amount of credit awarded.

9. All personnel involved in the assessment of learning should receive adequate training for the functions they perform, and there should be provision for their continued professional development.

10. Assessment programmes should be regularly monitored, reviewed, evaluated, and revised as needed to reflect changes in the needs being served and in the state of the assessment arts.

What has changed, in essence and by definition, is the way the information is collected, stored, accessed, maintained, edited, and presented.  Previously it was paper based; now it is electronic.  (The benefits of the electronic technology, together with some issues, are indicated, for example, in Butler, 2006, pp. 10-14.)  This technological change does not add to what we know about the purposes, approaches, models and principles of portfolio development and assessment but it provides opportunities galore to apply economies of scale.

A danger in not taking notice of the developments and discoveries of the past is to lessen quality assurance while increasing the popularity of portfolio development.  Conversely, a danger of dwelling in the past is to ignore opportunities for richness and reach that are available electronically.

And a study of past and present warns us about misplaced enthusiasm, misrepresentation of the situation worldwide, and false promise.  Challenges relating to accessibility, quality assurance, and financial viability (in relation to both learners and institutions) remain.

On the topic of quality assurance, authenticity of evidence will always be a concern.  Personal interviews, hard copy verification, and challenge testing of abilities – face-to-face rather than electronically – will remain important in many contexts.

Let us not kid ourselves, either, that the change in technology has now solved the problem of accessibility.  Certainly, the changes in available technology have been significant over the decades when portfolio development has enjoyed some popularity.  In the 1970s, computers were organizational rather than personal and were similar in size to shipping containers or space shuttles.  In the 1980s, the personal computer made an appearance but was accessible to few office workers and owned outside the organization by only the home user enthusiast.  In the 1990s, and into the 2000s, office and home usage was wide in relatively affluent but not developing countries.  The present fact, worldwide, consistent in broad terms with the past, is that electronic technology remains a privilege of the few and not the many.

The renewed interest in portfolio development and assessment is not misplaced.  A conceptualization of learning as critically reflective excursions from recognition of prior learning (RPL) to preparation for future learning (PFL) is compelling.  The process of portfolio development and assessment should be an integral part of it and the challenge is to make it educationally mainstream.

Essentially, to make the most of the opportunities and address the challenges, there is much wisdom to be shared between the paper-based and electronic worlds of portfolio development.  All aboard the planetary shuttle!
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