University of Vermont Portfolio Story: Evolving Portfolios

I. Rationale for ePortfolios
In 1992, in an effort to improve teacher quality and to provide educators with more control over their own professional development, Vermont became one of the first states to require both pre-service and practicing educators to submit teacher portfolios as the assessment and accountability component of a larger teacher licensure process.  State accredited teacher preparation programs were given responsibility for recommending students for initial licensure based upon a portfolio that demonstrated their fulfillment of state standards. A rubric was provided by the state to promote reliable and uniform assessment of student entries. Teachers in practice had to identify professional development goals approved by one of 54 local standards boards and subsequently document how they met these goals in a portfolio evaluated by local standard board members. 

As the information technology skills of our students and faculty improved in our College, so has our methodology of constructing portfolios. Beginning with Hyperstudio in 1993, a few students bravely elected to create eportfolios for initial state licensure.  The limits of this program and the development of the web editors led most students to create web-composed portfolios. 

Students are taught web-publishing in a required educational computing course and create a portfolio of their products and reflections. Although we initially allowed students to post these on a website, due to security and space issues, most web-composed portfolios are saved to CD. Creating an eportfolio is not yet a requirement in all our teacher preparation programs although it is encouraged.

II.  Establishing an Initial ePortfolio System

Initially, our ePortfolio system was neither systemic nor systematic and is still evolving to become more so. As students saw the advantages in developing eportfolios, they drove our faculty to learn how to use and assess these as they were evaluated for state licensure. This resulted in many faculty experiencing students’ electronically constructed portfolios and noted easier navigation and substantially lighter portfolios to transport.  Eportfolios could easily be duplicated, stored, shared and used as models for other students.

Requirements for NCATE accreditation and our state ROPA (Results Orientated Program Approval Process) and the efforts of two PT3 awards, added to the support of ePortfolio development and the use of technology by our faculty. 

Current research supported by a 2003 PT3 grant is examining the use of ePortfolios with pre-service teachers and its impact upon their classroom teaching practices. Models we are studying include those generated by generic programs (Composer, DreamWeaver, Word), those built within a structured tool specifically meant for portfolio development, Teachers’ WorkPlace (TWP) and those made from paper. Our three state colleges and one private college are also participating in our study.

III.  Changes We (Panel Members) Have Implemented in Our Portfolio Systems

In our physical education, secondary, middle and elementary programs, faculty design lessons to help students develop and identify artifacts that satisfy state portfolio requirements.  Formative portfolios are required at the end of the sophomore year for formal entrance into most of the teacher education programs. Reflective practice has been an important factor built into our portfolio process and evident in most methodology classes. Although eportfolios are only required in the physical education and middle school programs, about half of our elementary pre-service teachers have elected to create them electronically.

Although our capacity for using technology is slowly but steadily building, our K-12 community and state colleges are still struggling with technology literacy among their teachers. As a result, the State of Vermont is participating in a Reinventing Education Grant, (RE3) sponsored by IBM, to build a comprehensive portfolio system for the state to facilitate initial and re-licensure approval for teachers.  As the representative for higher education in the state, I have had input into helping design functionality requirements and have been piloting this program, Teachers’ Workplace, with our students and faculty.  This tool provides features that increase collaboration between students, students and faculty, and teachers in practice. Activities have focused on student-to-student feedback, collaborative planning, online reading discussions, portfolio feedback, and as a place to share resources and collect documents.

Last year a new position was created at our college, assessment specialist, whose purpose is to build an organizational portfolio for the college’s certification programs. Using open source and PHP programming, an online tool is allowing faculty to collect similar assessment data from each of our 16 teacher preparation programs. These data sets include SAT, GPA, Praxis Scores, and a PADA (Professional Attitudes and Dispositions Assessment) completed by faculty each semester as well as by each student. Further plans include linking student ePortfolio artifacts and reflections to demonstrate student performance outcomes. 

IV.  Reasons for Changes in Portfolio System

New technologies that offer new opportunities in teaching and learning are impacting our portfolio system.  As a result of our first PT3 grant we embedded technology literacy and skills in the context of ePortfolio construction. Through courses for our faculty, many had first hand knowledge of how to use web-publishing tools to develop a “teaching portfolio” for themselves.  New technologies provide better representations of who a person is and what they know.  Digital videos of teaching episodes reveal the affective domain of teaching, one impossible to capture in a lesson plan and provide a chance for true reflection as the candidate reviews their lesson with their college supervisor and field mentor. Most of our programs now require a teaching episode video whether or not the student decides to create their portfolio electronically. 

V. Assessing Internal and External Environments as the Basis for Change

Our portfolio system evolved because of the need for our students to respond to initial state licensure requirements so they could be certified to teach. Our own response to NCATE and ROPA requirements for our unit’s accreditation has also forced the building of an electronic data management and repository system. Although top down driven requirements provided initial purpose, we realize the value it plays in our own self-assessment for improvement. It has driven the need for new technology planning that considers ubiquitous campus access, student laptop requirements and better use of networks to share work for formative assessment. 

Although a relatively small state, Vermont has few roads, many mountains and infamous weather so travel is limited.  Schools not near any of the teacher preparation colleges are disconnected from student teachers and professional development. Contact between pre-service students and their professors most often ends upon graduation, and once in service, new teachers are left to apply what they learned in a controlled environment to a classroom that isolates them from all but their students. Adapting a tool that bridges the pre-service to beginning teacher to master teacher can help alleviate this disconnect, lack of support and isolation that has been identified as the major reasons for the extraordinarily teacher attrition rate. 

An RE3 grant given to the state by IBM provides a new tool for pre-service and teachers in practice to build eportfolios with tools to support communication, storage of artifacts and the develop the art of reflective practice. The impact this will have on our state preparation programs is still to be determined because the tool is in developmental state until summer 2005.  If the state adapts Teachers’ Workplace as its portfolio-building tool, it will most likely be used in our teacher preparation programs and further transform how our students are using their portfolios. 

A new Masters in Curriculum and Instruction with a specialization in Technology Integration, will require all graduate students to maintain an ongoing portfolio that aligns to both the NETS-T standards and the new state endorsement as technology integration specialist. Grade Expectations for teachers in information technology were also adapted published by the state in 2004 identifying how all teachers are expected to demonstrate integration of technology at all grade levels that respond to the NETS-S standards. 

VI.  Planning for Review/Revisions to the Portfolio System

At this time we have three different committees at our college considering how we will continue to evolve our ePortfolio process. The Unit Assessment Committee oversees the organizational portfolio, a system designed to respond to accreditation data and self-improvement.  The College’s Technology Committee is developing a plan to include adequate support services to institutionalize eportfolios and the Portfolio Committee is actively involved with state efforts to revise and improve the initial licensure process and its connection to student-constructed portfolios. 

VII.  Challenges & Barriers to Modifying the Portfolio Process

Creating consensus in a culture that promotes individuality has proven difficult. Each of our eight undergraduate teacher certification programs have different perceptions of what a portfolio should contain and how they should be constructed. Our three state colleges currently all use different mechanisms to support eportfolio construction. 

Web-composed portfolios can take a great deal of support.  Students that do not have their own laptops or a newer computer do not have equal access to technology to construct ePortfolios. Four programs (elementary, middle, secondary, and physical education) require a computer classroom integration course while four programs (early childhood, art, music, athletic training) do not have any structured computer course and their integration of technology is spotty as is the ability of their students to create effective eportfolios.

National, state and local constraints also impede this process by publishing a plethora of criteria that must be met and evidence applied leaving students little time and few opportunities to personalize their portfolios. Most state criteria currently address evidence from student teaching experiences, impeding the developmental portfolio process and new pressures for “scientifically-based data” from the federal government is narrowing the definition of assessment to standardized numerical data. 

VIII.  Recommendations

It appears the more structured the portfolio approach, the less student creativity and individuality emerge although these packages can provide some useful support tools that enhance pre-service development. They are also generally easier to support because learning to publish on the web well is not any easy skill for many.  A blend of online tools and unstructured web publishing capitalizes upon the benefits of each approach. 

We are learning that is important for portfolio systems to speak with each other. Not just within a college, university of school district, but on a much larger scale to facilitate teacher preparation and professional development and to enable an educator to build an ongoing portfolio of their practice. 

Organizational portfolios permit programs and faculty to share and evaluate their own success in preparing new teachers and offering professional development to experienced ones. Connecting the pre-service and in-service communities is important for better teacher preparation, better support of new teachers and experienced teachers in practice, and an important gauge for institutional feedback.  

