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Background
Portfolios for advancement in academe have been in place for many years. At The University of Queensland (UQ), it is mandatory for all teaching staff to maintain a portfolio that is submitted annually to their supervisor for the purposes of appraisal and promotion. The University provides a template that staff must conform to, with sections covering teaching, research, and service. Having to present a substantial portfolio each year requires one to remain vigilant in recording and reflecting on one’s achievements. The dedication, discipline, and reflection required epitomise the qualities that the postgraduate Writing, Editing, and Publishing (WEP) students whom I teach need to demonstrate to achieve their academic and professional goals.

In my role as coordinator of the Writing, Editing, and Publishing postgraduate program that I initiated at The University of Queensland in 2001, I prepare students for international, national, and local careers. Several graduates have already entered into the publishing profession in London; one graduate is working in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; while another has the position of assistant to a high-profile literary agent in San Francisco. Other graduates have enhanced their career paths in corporate writing and editing or have set themselves up as freelance writers and editors.

All of the students submit a paper-based portfolio of workplace documents as part of one of their courses, Professional Communication. Documents represented include reports, proposals, manuals, job application packages, web pages, articles for trade magazines, and so on. In another course, Issues in Contemporary Publishing, they prepare a book proposal and review recently published books. In another course, they write a literature review and an academic paper; edit academic papers submitted to the scholarly journal that I edit, the Australian Journal of Communication; and prepare a personal and professional style sheet. The exemplars that they base their style sheet on are those that I use for the journal and for the catalogue of the Brisbane International Film Festival, which I edit every year with the help of several students and which garners international accolades for the quality of its design and editing. In yet another course, Writing about the Arts, they prepare an annotated bibliography, write film, book, and restaurant reviews; and present a column pitch to a magazine or newspaper. 

An integral feature of all my courses is the Blackboard site. Prior to the commencement of each semester, on the site for each course, I place the course outline, lecture readings, extensive annotated resources, assessment guidance, and exemplars of students’ assignments that have ranked highly in previous semesters. Students use this material intensively, but, once the course starts, they also post enthusiastically to the discussion forums.

Some of the posts are mandatory, such as the ones that I request them to place after each guest lecture. However, I am consistently delighted to find their posting of questions that they want answers to, articles they have read that they know their classmates will be interested in, drafts of documents to receive feedback from me and other students, etc. What is particularly interesting is how they respond to posts from other students by congratulating them for a clever and/or witty post and also by generating even more clever/witty/creative genre-breaking contributions. In semester 1 of this year, posts in my three courses totalled well over 500. One student has, since the end of the semester on June 1, set up a site for ongoing dialogue for these students. The Blackboard sites remain accessible to all students for a couple of semesters after they have finished a course, but the student obviously felt that a dedicated one for those in the class in that particular semester would be crucial for an ongoing, online community of discourse.

This student’s initiative (and the response from his classmates) demonstrates how central the Blackboard site has been to the value and enjoyment they have gained from the course. During the semester, I check and contribute to the site seven days a week—interaction that the students greatly appreciate. The program is a full-fee paying one, and many students go heavily into debt by taking up a government loan. Their building of a portfolio is a crucial function for their career aspirations. Certainly, those who have moved from Australia to take up jobs in the UK and USA have been commended on their portfolios. The student who works for the literary agent in California sent me the following message recently:

The other week, in the depths of jobless despair, I was thinking back on all the success stories you would share in classes about graduates who went on to fabulous writing and publishing jobs, and thinking, ‘I never should have left Australia’. I was doubting the power of the UQ WEP degree.

Lo and behold, interviews poured in a week later, and I wound up landing a job as the executive assistant to California's top literary agent—New York Times bestsellers, clients regularly on Oprah, seven-figure advances, the works. During my second interview, she let slip that she wasn't even going to call me back (despite a meticulously produced portfolio), but was curious to find out about my degree, and had her secretary give me a ring. When I explained to her what exactly I had learned from the classes at UQ—whom I heard speak, what assignments I completed, how detailed the courses got about the book publishing process—she decided that I had just as much relevant experience for the job as someone who had worked in publishing for two to five years, and put me in the running.

I was hoping to achieve my goal of working in acquisitions (with a publisher or an agent) within ten years. It now appears that I could have that goal within a year or two. Your program opened the door, and all I had to do was walk through.

The evidence points strongly to the worth of portfolios in the disciplinary field in which I work—writing, editing, and publishing. Indeed, as a longterm writing educator, I have incorporated paper-based portfolios in my courses since the mid-1980s. Research Higher Degree students at UQ are encouraged to create and maintain a Professional Development Portfolio to assess how well they are acquiring the graduate attributes advocated by the university, but where do ePortfolios fit in? Have any disciplinary areas in The University of Queensland initiated ePortfolios? Not that I have been able to ascertain. Blackboard is used extensively within the university, but when I asked whether the Portfolio Creation Wizard function was available at UQ, I was told by a technician that ‘there is a project currently underway evaluating an ePortfolio in Blackboard. I could not say when this would be completed nor if it is successful, when it would be implemented but I cant [sic] imagine it would be in the near future’.

Shouldn’t the university be assessing the potential value of ePortfolios for all students, particularly since the Queensland University of Technology, located in the same city, pioneered research on ePortfolios several years ago? The University of Queensland is aware of the Bologna agreement. There has been a great deal of discussion about its potential implications for the large contingent of European Union students who enrol here for part of their degree. It seemed to me that ePortfolios, with their ability to represent students’ accomplishments, could be a valuable addition to many, if not all, programs at UQ.

Listening to the students
Intrigued by Kathleen Yancey’s observations that she doesn’t hear ‘questions about reflection’ and ‘Perhaps most telling, I don’t hear students—at all’, I set out to listen to my students by surveying their responses to the potential of ePortfolios. I did this by placing two papers about ePortfolios on my Blackboard sites and asking the students to post a comment on a key aspect of interest to them. I received 42 responses to this optional task from current students (out of a possible 48); I also elicited a response and an exemplar ePortfolio from a graduate who now tutors in the program. One paper was ‘ePortfolios for Graduate Students: A Discussion Paper’ by Kerrie-Lee Krause, which was commissioned by the School of Graduate Studies, University of Melbourne; the other paper was Kathleen Yancey’s ‘An Exercise in Absence . . . Notes on the Past and Future of Digital Portfolios and Student Learning’.

The responses to the concept of ePortfolios ranged from the overwhelmingly positive (‘To me, using a résumé now fades into insignificance’) through the nicely balanced to the politely negative (‘I don’t believe that all students will feel comfortable ‘conducting their education in public”.’). I will address the students’ concerns in turn. First, the concerns expressed by Yancey in the following quote:

More and more I see calls for portfolio systems; more and more institutions talk in terms of gathering and reviewing student work; more and more career centers see portfolios as a perfect vehicle to facilitate a transition to employment. None of these is a bad thing, you understand, but to me, they seem to compose a perfect storm of non-learning-related portfolio activity’. 

One student responded to this as follows:

I read both articles early this week but haven't replied until now because, to be honest, I couldn't think of anything worthwhile to say on the subject. After wondering at my own indifference to the whole ePortfolio idea, I realised that I had already assumed ePortfolios would inevitably be introduced and made compulsory in the near future, and felt fatalistic about the prospect of 'another hoop to jump through'. I think what troubles me most is the question of whether ePortfolios should be mandatory (or 20% of a course requirement, or similar), or an optional exercise. As an option, they would be a useful tool for people who make the effort, but I'm worried about a) people with little or no access to online services, who have a hard enough time as it is at uni these days, and b) the idea of academic work becoming future-career-based rather than learning-based. 

I've had experience in the past in school environments (both in Queensland and in Japan) where the whole push of the coursework is designed to help you pass the exam (the ‘this will be on the exam, so ignore everything else’ style of teaching), which will then get you into a better uni / job / future. This kind of backwards approach (as opposed to an approach where exams are designed to test how much you've learned) can result in a situation where something that was initially a useful tool like ePortfolios can become a requirement that all later academic courses or jobs will expect, and everyone must spend large amounts of time (which could be better spent actually learning) to produce them and jump through the hoops even if their individual abilities can be better showcased in other areas (you might be hopeless at academic articles but an enthusiastic contributor to Blackboard and classroom discussion, for instance). I definitely think the option to store an electronic portfolio on a centralised database for others to look at would be useful, though. 

While none of the other students expressed the ‘fatalistic’ attitude that ePortfolios would be made compulsory, many of them echoed his closing comment that they would be happy to have an ePortfolio on their memory stick, for example, so that they could send it to an interested employer, but they doubted whether employers would have the time to take applicants’ ‘reflective’ comments into consideration:

‘Do employers have time to sift through five years of a prospective employee’s learning? Do employers care about how they got there, or is it more important just to know they have arrived?’

‘I find it difficult to justify writing self-reflective pieces to show to potential employers. Would they really want to know what I think about me? And with that in mind, wouldn’t my writing be influenced and biased anyway? It seems like dangerously subjective ground to tread if I am applying for the job and potentially downright boring if I am the employer and have to read through a portfolio of work that someone has written about themselves’.

‘For learning purposes, students would wish to use the portfolio to highlight not only triumphs, but mistakes. I do not think it would be wise to document such mistakes to employers. I would not want an employer to see the assessment that I did not do so well on, or the highly personal aspirations I have had during the course’.

One student, who is also an employer, commented that ‘having recently read through over 60 résumés, I can say that from an employer’s point of view I would be looking at a portfolio of work only if the candidate progresses to the final interview and then I would certainly not be interested in reading their critical reflections on their learning and skill development’. Another student commented: ‘And as for future employers, surely they know that there is so much more to a prospective employee than their eP’. 

As I sifted through the responses to drop out the above quotes, it occurred to me that the postgraduate students in this group are unrepresentative of Australian postgraduate students in other disciplines. They are enrolled in a prestigious and very successful Writing, Editing, and Publishing program. They are intensely motivated. They are paying very high fees. They write very well (the program has a portfolio requirement for entry). They have opinions that they can express articulately. They already post prolifically on the Blackboard sites. They network with each other online and in person. Most of them already have jobs—some in high positions in the corporate sphere. Their comments on the value of portfolios reflect the issues that have arisen in the literature: assessment, security and privacy, ownership and control, longevity, etc. One student, who posted towards the end of the time that I had given them to respond, succinctly stated her reservations:
Like many others who have posted before me, I believe that having an electronic portfolio of the work I have completed to date in the WEP program would benefit me in a number of ways, but primarily in finding work. (Think: myspace success stories). However, I would argue that creating an e-portfolio through a university would be more trouble than it is worth. Why not create your own website containing this information? The costs are minimal, and the skills gained through such a process are sure to be of use further down the track. This option would also eliminate some of the debates over ownership and the life-span of a portfolio.

Perhaps I am looking at this from the wrong perspective, but I see e-portfolios as a kind of self-advertisement, as opposed to a learning/reflecting experience. 
Conclusion

Although the students whom I have quoted to date provide insights of substance about the issues, the most substantial comments came from the graduate who came into the program from industry and is now back in industry on a part-time basis:
The key statement in Krause’s paper on e-portfolios is as follows: ‘a fundamental aspect of learning is the ability to transform tacit knowledge into codified knowledge and then to translate this back into practice where new kinds of tacit knowledge are developed’.

In the workplace, a knowledge worker needs to be able to work collaboratively, distil their own thoughts and the thoughts of others, seek feedback and incorporate it, share knowledge, create new ideas or knowledge, and, ultimately, deliver a beneficial result for their organisation. Students carry out these tasks when reflecting upon their learning and knowledge to create an e-portfolio. The e-portfolio thus demonstrates, to potential employers/colleagues, the students’ commitment to, and experience of, what Krause calls ‘learning-by-doing’. The knowledge acquired at university will contribute to career success, but continued success requires a ‘lifelong approach to learning’. The e-portfolio encapsulates this ethos, because it is a dynamic medium that grows with the student. It allows users to continually add thoughts and reflect upon their knowledge throughout their career.

The electronic format of e-portfolios (as opposed to the traditional paper format of the résumé) allows for broader distribution (and ease of distribution), which in turn can lead to increased sharing of knowledge, which, as Krause and others suggest, leads to the development of new knowledge. E-portfolios also seem to be a more contemporary/relevant format because the student can display their technological savvy, especially in an age where employers demand the latest technological skills from their employees. A point worthy of discussion, which if clarified may help to improve the profile of e-portfolios, is the lack of differentiation between e-portfolios, blogs, and personal websites.
Along with these insights, this graduate prepared a prototype ePortfolio, which I have included below. It unarguably demonstrates that students of this calibre can prepare material that will enhance their career prospects by emphasising how very competent they are. 
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Justine Ryan

writer & editor
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Academic:

 Tutorial assistant, The University of 

Queensland 

(Courses: Professional Writing, Issues in 

Contemporary Publishing, Research to Text)

 Research assistant, The University of 

Queensland

 Master of Philosophy candidate, The 

University of Queensland

Awards:

 Postgraduate Diploma Writing, Editing, 

and Publishing

 Dean’s Commendation for High 

Achievement

Grade Point Average: 7 (out of possible 7)

Professional:

 Business owner 

just make inc

, writing 

and editing for corporate clients, 

writing and editing training, website 

advice and writing, feature articles

 Marketing and Communications 

Coordinator, Mondial Assistance 

Australia

 Network Coordinator (manager of 

3000 maintenance companies 

nationally), Worldcare (now Mondial

Assistance)

 Marketing and Communication roles 

with the Queensland Museum and the 

Queensland Philharmonic Orchestra)

 Mary Ryan’s Bookshops (Bookseller)



[image: image3.emf]I enrolled in the Writing, Editing, and 

Publishing (WEP) program at The 

University of Queensland in 2004. 

Although I have significant experience in 

communication, public relations, and 

marketing in the corporate context, I had 

wanted, for a long time, to develop my 

knowledge of my work by returning to 

university to complete some postgraduate 

study.

Good, constructive feedback in the 

workplace is rare, especially in the fields of 

writing and editing. While I had spent 

much of my time giving feedback to 

colleagues and superiors, I found that 

there were few people who gave feedback 

to me. 

I took a huge risk and resigned from my 

job to enrol full time in the WEP program, 

comforting myself with the maxim ‘’you 

have to go backwards to go forwards’. 

I need not have been so dramatic. The 

teachers in the WEP program gave me the 

feedback I needed and they allowed me to 

incorporate it into my work and re-submit.

I learned how the English language works, 

spent time with real editors every day, 

wrote in many different genres (from 

creative to business) and was taught how 

to edit my own work (a real gift).

I now share my knowledge with my 

students as a tutor in the WEP program (I 

never imagined I would be teaching!).

I have also started my own writing and 

editing business called 

just make inc

. My 

clients include multinational companies, 

arts companies, universities and 

academics, and graphic designers. I also 

work one-on-one with corporate 

employees as a writing trainer. 

My other writing interests include writing 

about the arts—food, wine, travel, art, 

fashion, and literature. And I have started 

research on written communication in a 

global company for my Master of 

Philosophy.
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