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Background and context

A fundamental goal of higher education in the United States is to prepare students to participate in an increasingly interconnected, complex, unequal and changing world, and to instill within them the ability to live and work effectively amid diverse peoples, cultures, and institutional contexts. This goal requires scholars, educators and academic leaders to understand how insitutions of higher education can educate workers and professionals who are capable of enhancing the present and enriching the future of communities, institutions, and nations through their  commitment to ethical, democratic and socially-just endeavors (Schoem & Hurtado, 2000).  At minimum, this goal requires US higher education to identify and invest in the pedagogies, resources, and technologies that are necessary for developing thoughtful and reflective people who are empowered to improve the lives of others.   This presentation of on-going research will illustrate  how the University of Michigan, one of the largest research universities in the US, is beginning to use ePortfolios to successfully address these goals.  The presentation will present results from a multi-year research and development process that generated a model of learning that captures how ePortfolios  can be used to facilitate students’ development as socially-just leaders and change agents.
This four-year action-research study took place within the nation’s top-ranked graduate School of Social Work (SSW) within the Masters of Social Work (MSW) program.  Since 2001, the SSW has been undergoing a comprehensive curriculum change process focused on social-justice, diversity, and social-change goals. The purpose of the curriculum change is to educate critically-conscious leaders and professionals who are able to achieve the following: identity the social and institutional mechanisms that support and recreate patterns of social inequality in peoples’ lives; envision socially-just alternatives to these mechanisms; and, collaborate with others to take the actions necessary for creating new institutions and social systems that are more equitable and socially-just.  This curriculum change affects more than 400 graduate students and 80 faculty members a year, and involves 50% of the required graduate masters-level curriculum; it encompasses research, policy, and methods courses as well as students’ professional internship experiences (which they engage in 25 hrs/week for 12 months) in one of 400 community agencies. 
Objectives

This four-year action research study addressed the following questions: 
· How do graduate students develop as ethical, effective, and engaged professionals and leaders who are committed and able to work toward positive social change?
· How can integrative portfolio-based learning and ePortfolios facilitate the development of students as effective leaders and social change agents?

· What types of actions and professional practices do students engage in as a result of their development? 

· How can ePortfolios be used to identify and demonstrate the positive personal and social impact that occurs as a result of students’ learning.
This in-depth qualitative study (n=136) incorporated several sources of data collection and methods of analyses in order to account for the diversity of perspectives represented in students experiences, and to capture learning and development over time. In 2002, 19 focus groups (n=111 students) generated data regarding how students’ academic courses  field experiences and peers groups, as well as cultural norms and technologies in the school were influencing students’ learning, including their capacity to engage in social change efforts. Additionally, from 2003 through 2005, another 25 students were closely followed for nearly two years as they entered and progressed through the masters program. This additional data included 50 individual (pre/post) interviews and 168 additional documents that included students’ self-reflection papers and portfolio artifacts, as well as the researchers’ own observations and process notes. This data focused on how students’ social and academic backgrounds as well as their current course and field  learning were influencing their development. Data collection also generated specific examples of students’ actions and professional practices that resulted from their learning.
Results

The action-research methods of this study allowed the researcher to work closely with student participants over several years to design and test a series of integrative portfolio-based learning methods that facilitated their development as leaders and change agents.  This research process informed the development of an ePortfolio system that is dedicated to facilitating students’ progress through the following pedagogical methods:
1. reflecting on and documenting their underlying values, principles, assumptions and sources of strength, inspiration and meaning

2. identifying and documenting their most insightful and useful academic, field, and informal learning experiences

3. surfacing and documenting tacit knowledge that has been generated from lived experience. (Although this knowledge exists outside of the formal curriculum, it was found to be absolutely essential to students’ development as change agents)

4. demonstrating the value and impact of students’ learning through the construction of portfolio artifacts.
Overwhelmingly, students reported that these learning methods facilitated a learning that was transformative in nature. At the beginning of the MSW program, most students did not identify themselves as activists or change agents. Yet, by their last semester (18-22 months later), these same students not only identified themselves as “leaders” and “change agents,” but they were also able to discuss specific actions they were taking (or had already taken) that exemplified this role (e.g. starting new non-profit organizations; obtaining large grants for new programs; updating and refining business processes for large social service institutions).  Analysis of individual interviews, portfolio reflections and portfolio artifacts showed that portfolio-based learning in the context of a social-justice curriculum helped students develop the mental models and professional skills necessary for becoming change agents. These mental models included the following:
1. An awareness of how their own history and social position -This includes an understanding of how these currently influence their perceptions and actions;      
2. Skills with addressing tension and conflict - A capacity to recognize and work effectively with the emotional struggles (e.g. ambiguity, tension, confusion and frustration) that emerge within themselves and in interactions with others as they work toward change;
3. Critical-structural Thinking - Recognizing how social systems shape peoples’ “everyday” experiences, and learning to question traditional and accepted forms of knowledge and practice; 
4. A sense of personal power and agency - Seeing oneself as a leader and change agent, as someone who possess the knowledge and skills necessary to respond strategically and innovatively to the challenges that emerge within specific professional roles and contexts.
As students progressed on these dimensions, they were much more adept at working toward social change goals. For example, by the end of the masters program, one student was able to clearly identify her personal power as an ability to, “fight for, design, and implement a strategic plan to update a state agency’s IT infrastructure” (a project that saved the agency millions of dollars in much-needed revenue and won the student a national social worker of the year award). Yet, less than a year earlier, this same student reported not having any ability to influence social structures, and attributed her lack of personal power to the fact that she did  not like to “upset people” by trying to change things.  Reflecting on this difference, this student reported that her transformation came as a result of “using the portfolio process - the reflection exercises and feedback from her peers - to deal with the fact that frustration and conflict were always going to be part of doing good work...it is not supposed to be easy…”    

Students realized that the OSP ePortfolio system provided a flexible and robust set of prompts, activities and tools that could help them to reflect on, connect, integrate, and capture their learning in such a way that would allow them to continue in this process even after they had completed their MSW education. Thus, the students viewed the ePortfolios as a means to engage in life-long learning and professional development
Conclusions and Recommendations

This project revealed that ePortfolios can facilitate the acquisition of skills necessary for leadership, social change and social justice practice. It did so by building upon existing social wok educational practices (the classroom and the field experience) and connecting these with the principles of integrative portfolio-based learning. (Specific examples of these will be presented at the conference)
Effective ePortfolio adoption for social-justice practices requires a database structure organized around social work roles (clinician, evaluator, project manager, advocate, therapist, etc.) as opposed to academic subject areas (e.g., children and youth, mental health, aging, etc).  This type of ePortfolio requires prompts and exercises that help students identify and integrate their tacit knowledge with formal learning experiences. 
The use of ePortfolios for social-change pedagogies requires faculty members to link course objectives with social-justice principles and themes as well as specific practice competencies. Additionally, the ePortfolio system needs to include peer-facilitation and dialogue prompts and templates and students need to be given the time and space necessary within the formal curriculum to first learn the functionality and norms of the ePortfolio system.  Students need to have additional opportunities (in the context of required courses and capstone experiences) to continue to surface, identify, document and integrate their formal and informal learning and connect these to their tacit knowledge.  
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