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Rationale for ePortfolios


The portfolio current serves as a capstone benchmark project documenting that students meet the 8 ISTE Technology Facilitation Standards and the 12 Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) Technology Specialist Standards.  In addition, portfolio preparation encourages students to reflect on their growth during their enrollment in the program.  Finally, portfolio presentations by graduating students encourage feedback about program outcomes from Advisory Committee Members, prior graduates, and faculty who attend the presentation session.  
Establishing an Initial ePortfolio System

In 1998, faculty involved in the Technology in Education Program (TIE) at NLU began to discuss a required portfolio (1) as a way to document that the program was meeting its goals and (2) to encourage students to create a professional portfolio to reflect on their growth during their enrollment in the program.  Portfolios became a requirement for any student entering the program beginning July, 2000 and a one-semester-hour course (TIE592 Portfolio Development Seminar) was approved by the College’s Graduate Council.  Although students register for the course in their final quarter of classes, they attend periodic portfolio sessions throughout their two+ years in the program.  As NCATE moved toward standards-based assessment and the state of Illinois established standards for a new Technology Specialist certification, the portfolio became an end-of-program capstone benchmark assessment in 2003.  
Changes We Have Implemented in Our Portfolio Systems 


Change in set of standards.  Initially, students were asked to select 7 artifacts to demonstrate that they met the six ISTE NETS-T standards, plus a “leadership” standard that our own program outlined.  However, student portfolios now include 8 artifacts to address the 8 ISTE Technology Facilitation Standards; students must also show how these eight artifacts address the 12 Illinois State Board of Education Technology Specialist Standards.  Neither of these standard sets existed when the TIE portfolio requirement was first established, and the University Course Outline for TIE592 was revised to reflect these standards.

Use of LiveText. Beginning in 2003, both undergraduate and graduate students across the College were required to purchase LiveText to be used in support of program and college assessment.  TIE was a bit of a “laggard” in adopting the system, not quite sure of how to utilize LiveText when our TIE students were already required to prepare an e-portfolio using any applications software they selected (e.g., word processor, presentation software, browser, multimedia authoring tool) and saved to a CD.  Beginning Fall 2004, TIE required students to use LiveText as a portfolio collection tool.  The faculty created a portfolio collection template, listing every required course in the program sequence along with required fields for data entry for each course:  (1) artifact, (2) artifact description, (3) standards met, (4) rationale for how the artifact demonstrates that students meet the standards listed, (5) reflection on what the project meant to the student’s professional growth, and (6) reflections on the course including how the course may have helped them to meet diverse student needs and to design/implement related professional development activities.  We explain to students that systematic collection and reflection will aid them in preparation of their final e-portfolio, a portfolio that remains CD-based using any application they wish as a container to link to their artifacts.

More systematic delivery of portfolio sessions.  As described above, students attend portfolio sessions throughout the 2+ years of their program.  These sessions are scheduled and taught by cohort advisors (full-time faculty).  Initially, faculty were somewhat disorganized about getting these sessions scheduled on a regular basis and unsure of what should be covered in the 5+ sessions held over the two-year span.  However faculty now are better attuned to getting sessions scheduled and share agendas for topics to cover in various sessions.

Rationale for portfolio requirement.  With NCATE, ISTE, and state reviews of the program, the portfolio requirement seemed to take on more and more of a standards-based assessment, with less focus on documenting candidate growth during their participation in the program.
Reasons for Changes in Portfolio System


As described above, the major reasons for changes in the system relate to new standard sets (ISTE and ISBE) and the College requirement that all students purchase and use LiveText.  In addition, as of 2003, the program relies upon the use of 8 benchmark assignments to provide evidence that students meet ISTE and ISBE standards.  Students select many of these benchmark assignments as artifacts to include in their portfolios.  The College Assessment Committee now requires annual Assessment Reports from each program and summary data (to be collected in LiveText) of numbers of students below, meeting, and exceeding program expectations.
Assessing Internal and External Environments as the Basis for Change


One concern we have here is the “standardization” that may be occurring across the country as technology education programs are required to demonstrate evidence on how their students meet a very specific set of performance indicators (e.g., ISTE’s TF standards).  Through the SIGTE listserv, we understand that some colleges are now working together to develop benchmark assessments/assignments (8 are now required).  Will they all be the same?  Will our programs eventually all look the same?  Are the standards and assessment procedures defining our objectives, curricula, and outcomes?

The push for “standardization” has also occurred in our College.  Every program and every student must use LiveText.  We feel TIE students need to develop a creative demonstration of their technical skills as well as professional knowledge.  LiveText, in our opinion, is a limiting format for e-portfolios.  We have chosen not to relinquish the CD, applications-based, e-portfolio requirement for our students.
Planning for Review of the Portfolio Process

In the earliest stages of implementation, the review process was primarily driven by informal assessment and conversation of program faculty. We were two steps ahead of the students as we planned and revised the process.  As the process took shape and began to work, the review process remained informal but was regularly on the program team meeting agenda.

Graduating students present their final portfolios at a session to which TIE Advisory Committee Members, faculty, and prior graduates are invited.  Although we ask portfolio presentation session participants, including graduating students, to reflect on the portfolios as a demonstration of program outcomes and to comment on the presentation format (small groups reviewing two or three portfolios), this still is not a systematic process.  
The portfolio process should be reviewed at the program level, and faculty of that program need to work on designing the purpose and process of portfolio development.  There should be a difference between reviewing the portfolio process and collecting/analyzing program/institutional data.  Unfortunately, load hours are not really provided to faculty leading assessment processes.

Challenges & Barriers to the Portfolio Process and to Modifying the Portfolio Process

From the beginning, it has been a challenge to align our portfolio goals and process with those of other programs in the college. Ours is the only one where technology competencies and integration are the key foci. Ours is the only portfolio that is not linked to initial certification. The Education Leadership program has a portfolio but the state sees the Administrative Certificate as initial certification and includes many prescribed experiences.

Another issue along these lines is the fact that we allow our candidates to choose the platform and application of choice as they develop the container for their portfolio materials. This implies that instructors must be willing to develop new skills on an ongoing basis; the learning is never done—there are always new applications (e.g., eZedia) that come along and students begin to use these even if they are not supported by the institution.  Instructors must be able to help students troubleshoot difficulties they encounter in preparing their final CD’s.
We are pleased with the number of external visitors that attend the final portfolio presentations. It has been, and continues to be, a challenge to determine the best way to collect feedback from these external sources. It is even a challenge to determine the most meaningful information to collect from this audience.

Our current portfolio process is very instructor dependent.  One element of this problem is seen in the fact that candidates do not always have a clear understanding of the value/purpose of the portfolio process. Many still see the portfolio as an assignment and not as a reflective experience and tool for professional growth. Although we have a program-established rubric for evaluating portfolios, we find that some instructors waive selected requirements for some groups.  We also haven’t identified a text or set of readings to help students participate more fully in the reflective process.  (Most texts seem to be written for preservice students.)
Students pay for the portfolio course. If the course has, as its main goal, the collection of institutionally required data or data for program review, is that fair? The course should, instead,  provide a first step in a reflective process they could continue to use to demonstrate their growth in the profession.

Designing portfolios to meet external standards may reduce emphasis on contextually-valued goals (e.g., ability to work with K-12 students and colleagues in the integration of technology; experience in helping others to be better learners through modeling and/or professional development activities designed and implemented by TIE candidates).

A last and important concern is student privacy. We have not yet resolved this issue. What materials may a candidate remove from the final portfolio to protect his/her own students? (However, we have moved forward since the days when students questioned sharing their personal reflections.  We now speak to our students of preparing professional not personal reflections.  

Recommendations

1. We believe it is important to find a way to return to candidate-focused, reflective portfolios.  We must develop a review process that allows us to watch to be sure the portfolio process is not compromised by institutional and external needs for standards, evidence, and performance-based assessment.

2. We are at a stage where there is a need to develop both faculty and student handbooks that guide the portfolio process.  The faculty handbook would assist in creating a more consistent experience for students; such a handbook could include examples/models of reflections that inform both faculty and students.  The student handbook would be helpful because students participate in the portfolio development process during a period of two+  years; they need to review requirements and expectations from time to time.  Perhaps an online format would work well for both of these handbooks.
3. As part of their portfolios, students prepare a belief statement discussing their philosophy of teaching and learning, and their approach to integrating technology in the teaching-learning environment. We need to encourage students to write this statement early in their program; then they could review, reflect, and revise it over their two+ years in the program.  This process would emphasize their growth during their graduate coursework.  This process could become part of the LiveText portfolio collection process.
