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Research has consistently demonstrated the benefits of using ePortfolios in higher education and the
Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) added ePortfolios to its High-Impact
Practices list (Watson, Kuh, Rhodes, Light, & Chen, 2016). The majority of studies on college
students’ ePortfolio use have focused on implementation within a specific course or from a faculty
perspective. Given the important benefit of ePortfolios for lifelong student learning, it is important to
assess factors which impact intrinsic motivation from a student-centered perspective. This paper
details a study of college students’ motivation and confidence to use an ePortfolio system as part of a
university-wide quality enhancement plan that included high-impact, experiential learning activities.
This study also explored college students’ personal values and their perceived advantages and
disadvantages of ePortfolio use within the context of experiential learning and reflection. Data were
analyzed from 339 student responses from a survey constructed based on motivational interviewing.
Overall, students reported low levels of motivation and moderate levels of confidence to use
ePortfolios. In addition, students who had participated in an experiential learning activity through the
university’s QEP reported higher confidence than those who had not. Factors identified as
potentially impacting students’ motivation and confidence to use ePortfolios are discussed in terms
of how they can support strategies to implement ePortfolio and experiential learning programs in

large, 4-year college institutions.

ePortfolio Use in Higher Education

Over the past decade, higher education institutions
have increasingly begun to implement ePortfolios
across a range of disciplines in undergraduate and
graduate courses (Gordon, 2017; Ivanova, 2017; Mason
& Williams, 2016; McWhorter, Delello, Roberts,
Raisor, & Fowler, 2013; Mihret, Abayadeera, Watty, &
McKay, 2017; Munday, 2017). ePortfolios are multi-
modal evidence-based, digital learning tools that
promote student and faculty collaboration and cultivate
meaningful learning experiences in a central place
through a tailored compilation of student artifacts that
demonstrate specific knowledge, skills, and attitudes
(Batson et al., 2017; van Wyk, 2017). A 2012
Authentic, Experiential, and Evidenced-Based Learning
survey was administered to educators, practitioners, and
ePortfolio technology vendors from 13 countries and 97
institutions (Brown, Chen, & Gordon, 2012). Brown et
al. (2012) reported a 13 percentage-point increase in the
number of respondents who reported that 90-100% of
their students were building ePortfolios as compared to
2011 survey results. A 2013 EDUCAUSE survey found
that 57% of higher education campuses across the
United States have “made some use” of ePortfolios at
the program or course level within their particular
institution (Dahlstrom, Walker, & Dziuban, 2013).

The Association of American Colleges and
Universities (AAC&U) added ePortfolios to its High-
Impact Practices list (Watson et al., 2016) based on a
proliferation of research on student ePortfolio use
(Kahn, 2014) and its benefits to student learning (Love,
McKean, & Gathercoal, 2004), including making
learning visible through written reflection, encouraging
in-depth thinking (Eynon, Gambino, & Torok, 2014),

and enhancing metacognitive strategies (Huang, Yang,
Chiang, & Tzeng, 2012). The acknowledgement of
ePortfolios as a high-impact practice (HIP) has led to
increased application of ePortfolios to promote
students’ learning across a variety of institutions in
different formats. Although ePortfolios generally share
basic underlying technologies, these platforms can
differ widely in design, openness, sharing capabilities,
and learning curve for usage (Morphew, 2012).
Additionally, the level of implementation of ePortfolios
and the buy-in from wusers (i.e., educators,
administrators, and students) can differ greatly across
institutions. Thus, this widespread and divergent
application of ePortfolios underscores the importance
for continued implementation research.

In the study discussed in this paper, we sought to
extend the literature on ePortfolio implementation by
examining students’ motivation and confidence to use
ePortfolios across a university and from a student
perspective, an important but relatively under-
researched topic (Mobarhan, Majidi, & Abdul Rahman,
2014). Understanding the perspectives of all users and
improving the communication among them can enhance
what McWhorter, Delello, Roberts, Raisor, and Fowler
(2013) described as a virtual community of practice. In
other words, data regarding students’ ePortfolio use can
be shared to promote quality ePortfolio practice and
implementation in higher education.

This paper will briefly review the current literature on
students’ ePortfolio use in higher education and present
qualitative and quantitative results from a student-centered
survey. We will also describe a university-wide
implementation of an ePortfolio system that includes
engagement in reflection, student-level assessment, and
experiential learning activities for select groups of students.
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Literature Review

Benefits of ePortfolio Use for Higher Education
Students

ePortfolios have been widely utilized by higher
education institutions because of the numerous
opportunities for learning, reflection, student collection
and management of learning artifacts for their entire
college career, and faculty feedback (Bryant &
Chittum, 2013; Toner & McDowall, 2018; Roberts,
2018). ePortfolios can serve as a student-centered
pedagogy where learners, including English language
learners (Ivanova, 2017), are responsible for self-
authorship. Learners use ePortfolios to map artifacts
and make connections through reflection that is
supported by peer and instructor feedback (Kehoe &
Goudzwaard, 2015; Yancey, 2015). ePortfolios can also
provide valuable support to students as they navigate
challenges that arise throughout their college
experiences, mediate dissonance that accompanies
awareness, and develop confidence across multiple
contexts (Buyarski et al, 2015). Additionally, the digital
application serves as a mechanism through which
educators can facilitate and monitor student learning
outcomes (Ellis & Kelder, 2012).

Importantly, ePortfolios not only serve as digital
repositories for cataloging ideas, evidence, reflection,
experiential learning, achievements, assessments, and
feedback throughout students’ educational experiences
but they also provide students with opportunities to
track the process of their learning across time (Gordon
& Campbell, 2013; Nguyen & Ikeda, 2015; Roberts,
2018; Volmer, & Sarv, 2018). The ability to store and
connect curricular and co-curricular experiences in a
central location fosters reflective learning, encourages
future planning with purpose, and can be a powerful
catalyst for students to develop holistic identity and
integration (Kehoe & Goudzwaard, 2015; Kirkham et
al., 2009). Furthermore, ePortfolios have shown
promise in fostering self-agency and developmentally
appropriate strategies for integrating academic, co-
curricular, personal, and professional dimensions of self
(Kehoe & Goudzwaard, 2015; Munday, Rowley, &
Polly, 2017; Rowley & Munday, 2014; Sidebotham,
Baird, Walters, & Gamble, 2018).

When applying for education jobs, students who
submit ePortfolios may be viewed as more competitive by
human resource and school administration staff. This is
because applicants with ePortfolios can clearly
demonstrate characteristics congruent with the potential
job while also displaying a deeper and more complete
level of learning (Painter & Wetzel, 2005; Snoeyink, &
Meyer, 2007; Yu, 2011). A comprehensive review of the
literature on ePortfolio research through 2012 indicates
that—when properly implemented with clear guidelines
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and expectations, and with adequate technology
resources—ePortfolios can make significant contributions
to student learning (Bryant & Chittum, 2013).

ePortfolio Use Through the Implementation of a
University’s Quality Enhancement Plan

The present study’s university designated ePortfolio
use as a cornerstone of its 2016/26 Quality Enhancement
Plan (QEP). In an effort to implement this HIP across
campus, the QEP provided all university students with
access to the ePortfolio system as soon as they were
enrolled. All students had the opportunity to log into
their ePortfolios through the university’s website and
were encouraged, but not required, to use their
ePortfolios through faculty promotion and student
marketing, training, and resources (e.g., freshman
orientation programming; department, faculty, staff, and
student trainings; and online resources on ePortfolio use).
QEP staff promoted the ePortfolio system as a free
resource that students can use—for their entire lifetime,
if they graduate from the present study’s university—to
document and showcase their marketable skills and
learnings in and outside of college. University
administrators, faculty, and instructional staff also
promoted the ePortfolio system as a free resource that
faculty can use to develop HIPs (for an explanation of
HIPs, see Kuh, 2008) among students. Educational and
carcer development ePortfolio activities were thus
integrated into faculty courses and staff programs on a
voluntary basis. Such ePortfolio activities included (a)
developing online identity pages; (b) using ePortfolios to
collect and share products, learnings, or projects from
university coursework; and (c) creating job-specific
ePortfolio web pages.

The second cornerstone of the QEP built on the
university’s ePortfolio approach by implementing
experiential ~ learning,  written reflection, and
marketable-skills assessment activities through the
ePortfolio system. While promoting faculty and
students’ ePortfolio use in general across the university,
the QEP also worked directly and collaboratively with
university divisions, departments, faculty, staff,
students, and community partners to incorporate
experiential learning activities into university curricular
and co-curricular courses and programs. QEP staff
provided broad-based and department-level marketing
and multiple individual- and university-level trainings
for faculty and staff regarding the incorporation of
experiential and service-learning pedagogies, and
ePortfolio reflection and assessment activities, into their
courses and assignments. QEP staff also offered grants
to fund faculty and staff in developing or redesigning
their courses to incorporate experiential learning.

These experiential learning activities provided
students with concrete opportunities to engage in
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problem-solving and hands-on learning in “real-world”
settings such as class or non-credit internships, study
abroad, service learning or capstone courses; research,
volunteer, or course projects; and on- or off-campus
student employment. Additionally, these experiential
learning activities targeted and assessed student
proficiency in employer-valued marketable skills and
required students to document learnings, upload
artifacts and projects, and reflect on their experiences in
writing through the university’s ePortfolio system (Hart
Research Associates, 2018; National Association of
Colleges and Employers, 2018).

University faculty and staff used a variety of
experiential learning activities or assignments across
several disciplines, including food drives and school
supply deliveries, upcycling, tax-service support and
translation services, social science research, semester-
long laboratory work in engineering, museum curation
services, public presentations, and providing social
support to the elderly. Experiential or service-learning
pedagogies guided all assignments where students
learned through action and were purposely engaged in
both direct experience and focused reflection to increase
knowledge, develop skills, and clarify values. For all
such assignments, written reflection and individual
assessment through the university’s ePortfolio system
allowed students to document their acquired skills,
reflect on how their experience connected to their
knowledge and career interests, and record how they felt
about their experience. This practice helped students to
solidify the connections made between learning and the
application of marketable skills.

Participation in QEP experiential learning activities
also allowed students to showcase earned micro-
credentials targeting written and oral communication,
teamwork, and critical thinking. Students earned a
marketable skills micro-credential for the successful
completion of each experiential learning activity.
Students who earned a micro-credential also had the
opportunity to earn a university-backed credential on an
alternative transcript if they went on to complete three
or more of the same micro-credentials in the future.
This transcript can be shared with potential employers.

In order to maximize the success of this QEP within
a large and diverse public university, the present study
identified and explored factors related to the motivation
and confidence to use ePortfolios (as reported by
students). We plan to use these factors to inform future
strategies for increasing students’ ePortfolio use at this
university and other large, four-year universities.

ePortfolio Use from a College Student Perspective:
Attitudes and Perceptions

Ample research that focuses on ePortfolio use from
a student perspective has only recently been published.
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Through 2009, Gerbic, Lewis, and Northover (2009)
identified only 18 studies on ePortfolio use from the
student perspective. Most of these studies included
undergraduate students and the majority were students
from teacher education courses. For example, Lin
(2008) studied student teachers who reported positive
attitudes about their ePortfolio use and several benefits,
including learning through reflection, developing
assessment skills, receiving feedback from peers, and
learning how to organize and synthesize information.

Since 2009, much research has been published on
ePortfolio use. Specifically, AAC&U’s Publications on
ePortfolio: Archives on the Research Landscape
website contains more than 500 published articles on
ePortfolio use with the majority published after 2009
(see https://eportfolio.aacu.org/). Several of these
studies are based on students’ perspectives in higher
education and focus on students’ perceptions and
attitudes regarding their ePortfolio use or experiences.
For example, Toner and McDowall (2018), Rahman
and Mohamed (2017), and Ryan (2018) found that
student nurses had positive views on ePortfolios
because they allow for the collection of student
artifacts, the receipt of faculty feedback and student
assessment, and the long-term documentation of
personal and professional development. Midwifery
students who used ePortfolios for self-assessment
reported that the practice helped them develop and
articulate a personal practice philosophy for their
profession (Sidebotham et al., 2018).

Collins and O’Brien (2018) found that nursing
students who used cPortfolios to present and assess
their clinical work reported the following advantages:
the ability to track, reflect on, and share evidence of
learning with faculty and future employers; improved
learning and security; and the efficient receipt of
feedback from faculty. Reported disadvantages of
ePortfolio use included technical difficulties with
uploading learning artifacts or lack of time or guidance
for creating or using student ePortfolios.

Other studies (Birks, Hartin, Woods, Emmanuel, &
Hitchins, 2016; Parker, Ndoye, & Ritzhaupt, 2012; von
Konsky & Oliver, 2012; Wakeling, Aldred, & Hains-
Wesson, 2018) have also examined ePortfolio use from a
student perspective in the education, health science, food
science, business, or nursing fields. These studies noted
that students report similar advantages (e.g., tracking
evidence of learning over time, improved employability)
and disadvantages (e.g., technical difficulties and the
time-consuming effort to create an ePortfolio).
Additional studies have indicated that college students’
attitudes towards ePortfolio use is associated with career-
commitment status and perception of ePortfolio purpose,
technical difficulty, instructor guidance, and students’
willingness to disclose personal information in their
ePortfolios (Gaitan, 2012; Tzeng & Chen, 2012).
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ePortfolio Use From a College Student Perspective:
Motivation and Confidence

Few studies have focused on college students’
motivation or confidence to use ePortfolios (Balaban,
Mu, & Divjak, 2012; Mobarhan et al., 2014). Our
literature through 2018 found less than 25 articles that
included motivation and confidence in their discussion
of ePortfolio use. Additionally, these 25 identified
articles varied in ePortfolio application (e.g.,
professional, graduate, or undergraduate), program
focus (e.g., nursing or teacher education), country,
ePortfolio platform, and institution type (e.g., online,
public, and private universities). These articles often
focused on a specific course or discipline rather than
ePortfolio use across an entire institution. Finally, we
found no studies that focus on college students’
confidence in using ePortfolios. We instead found
studies that examined students’ confidence in general,
confidence in their ability to reflect, or confidence to
complete their course work using an ePortfolio or to use
technology in general (Chang, 2018; Cheng & Chau,
2009; Kabilan, 2018; Sidebotham et al., 2018; Vachon,
Foucault, Giguére, Rochette, Thomas, & Morel, 2017).

Similarly, the majority of studies investigating
ePortfolio use and motivation have not focused on
students’ motivation to wuse ePortfolios, but on
motivation to learn, reflect, work, or read (Beckers,
Dolmans, Knapen, & van Merriénboer, 2018; Chittum,
2018; Mohamad, Embi, & Nordin, 2016; Refaei, &
Benander; 2016; Weber & Myrick, 2018). The few
studies that examined students’ motivation to use
ePortfolios reported several factors that may be
associated with motivation. For example, Tosh, Light,
Fleming, and Haywood (2005) examined first-time
ePortfolio use among undergraduates from two
universities. They found that students reported a
number of factors as relevant to their motivation to use
ePortfolios. Such factors included students’ reported
buy-in for using ePortfolios, the perceived value and
benefits of using ePortfolios for self-promotion and
assessment, difficulties in understanding how to use
ePortfolios and the length of time required to learn how
to create an ePortfolio.

Tuksinvarajarn and Todd (2009) reported that
students’ motivation to use an ePortfolio was enhanced
by having a quality ePortfolio system design, one that
provided feedback and rewards. Klampfer and Kohler
(2015) found significant and moderate correlations
between motivation to use ePortfolios and a variety of
factors such as social norms (e.g., the use of ePortfolios
as standard practice), perceived usefulness and benefits
of ePortfolios, and the quality, usability, and relevance
of the ePortfolio system. Buchem (2012) and Chye,
Liau, and Liu (2013) stated that students who reported
intrinsic forms of motivation such as receiving value or
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enjoyment from ePortfolio use were more likely to
report positive views of ePortfolios. Similarly, Chang,
Lee, and Millis (2016) found that nursing students’
motivation is based on ease of use, the ePortfolio’s
potential for long-term application, and the likelihood
of beneficial outcomes as a result of ePortfolio use.

All of these motivation-focused studies identified
factors that are aligned with the four extrinsic and
intrinsic motivational categories for student ePortfolio
use as recently posited by Mobarhan, Rahman, and
Majidi (2015). Mobarhan et al. (2015) investigated
students’ experiences with and motivations for using a
university’s ePortfolio system on the basis of
theoretical and empirical support for the relationship
between student motivation and learning (Deci,
Koestner, & Ryan, 2001; Glynn, Aultman, & Owens,
2005; Maclellan, 2008). These authors administered
semi-structured interviews to 15 college students from a
Malaysian public university.

Mobarhan et al. (2015) summarized student
ePortfolio use as intrinsically or extrinsically motivated
and includes various motivational categories, factors,
and descriptions that universities, developers, and
administrators  should include when developing
ePortfolios systems for students. Examples of the
motivational categories include system (e.g., system
and information quality), individual (e.g., competence
in ability to navigate ePortfolio technology and prior
ePortfolio experience), social (e.g., social norms and
the value of positive feedback for continuation of
usage), and environmental (e.g., ownership of the
ePortfolio technology and the quality of the
technology). A similar concept proposed by Helen
Barrett (2007) also emphasizes the importance of
studying intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Barret
(2007) argued that enhancing learner ownership
through scaffolding can ultimately enhance intrinsic
motivation and continued lifelong learning.

Purpose of Study

Students’ motivation and confidence are arguably
important factors for enhancing student learning
outcomes through the creation of ePortfolios
(Mobarhan et al., 2014; Tosh et al., 2005). Without
motivation and confidence, students may not provide
much effort in ePortfolio development or any
associated learning tasks. The purpose of this study is to
understand students’ motivation and confidence to use
ePortfolios by examining why students use ePortfolios
and what they perceive as the advantages and
disadvantages of their use. This study builds on the
literature in several ways.

Bryant and Chittum (2013), in a major review of
existing ePortfolio research through 2012, argued for
more empirical research on students’ ePortfolio use and
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student outcomes, both academic and non-academic
(motivation is one such example). In addition, our review
of the literature indicates that only two of these studies
(Hains-Wesson, Wakeling, & Alfred, 2014; von Konsky
& Oliver, 2012) examined students’ perceptions of
ePortfolios at the university level and across multiple
disciplines. The majority of previous ePortfolio studies
have included one or only a few particular areas of study,
such as teacher education or nursing. Students’
motivations and confidence about university-wide
ePortfolio use may be notably different from their
motivations about ePortfolio use within a single class,
school, or major. Additionally, few research studies have
thoroughly examined the factors impacting student
motivation to use ePortfolios. Educators need to better
understand why students are using ePortfolios and what
resulting benefits students expect from their use
(Mobarhan et al., 2014; Tosh et al., 2005).

The current study also builds on Mobarhan et al.’s
(2014) study by applying an analytic framework that
results not only in the identification of motivational and
confidence factors, but students’ reported suggestions
for enhancing them. Using a student-centered approach
for implementation will help ensure that students
remain an active agent in their learning and hopefully
increase the likelihood that they maximize the
usefulness of the ePortfolio. Finally, using Barrett’s
(2007) framework, the current study may inform future
university-wide  ePortfolio adoption efforts by
identifying and better understanding the factors that
contribute to greater learner ownership and intrinsic
motivation for ePortfolio use.

Methodology
Participants and Procedures

This study recruited participants by e-mailing all
ePortfolio users enrolled at the present study’s university
who had at least activated their account by creating a
password for their ePortfolio log-in. In February 2018, a
link to an online survey was sent out to 6,803 student
ePortfolio users. It should be noted that the university
encouraged but did not require all students to use their
ePortfolios or enroll in courses or programs that had
incorporated experiential learning activities. Thus, the
present study is limited to students who did actually
follow through with their accounts; hereinafter, these
participants will simply be referred to as ePortfolio users.
Students consented electronically by entering their
individual student ID before proceeding with the survey.
The survey was open for three weeks with weekly
reminders to increase response rates. Students were also
offered the chance to be included in a drawing for one of
five prize bags with an estimated value of $15 to $30,
upon completion of the survey.
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Data Collection Framework

Using a student-centered perspective in the present
study, we developed a survey grounded in Miller and
Rollnick’s (2013) Motivational Interviewing (MI)
framework. The primary purpose of this person-
centered framework is to strengthen an individual’s
motivation for change towards specific behaviors by
eliciting their own motivation and confidence.
Traditionally, MI is a collaborative conversation for
strengthening a person’s own motivation and
commitment to change by supporting personal values
and eliciting change talk to address ambivalence (Miller
& Rollnick, 2013). We used this underlying framework
to gain insight into students’ motivation for, and
confidence in, using ePortfolios in the context of
experiential learning tasks and activities. The most
relevant MI principles applied to this study include:

e People are the experts on themselves. No one
knows more about them than they do.

e People have their own strengths, motivations,
and resources that must be activated in order
for change to occur.

el It is important to understand the person’s own
perspective on the situation, what is needed,
and how to accomplish it. (Miller & Rollnick,
2013, p. 23)

Using this framework, we examined motivation
and confidence levels of students across a variety of
disciplines for using an ePortfolio system in the near
future (i.e., over the next week). We also investigated
students’ personal values associated with the perceived
advantages and disadvantages of their ePortfolio use.
MI is traditionally used in talk therapy as a goal-
directed treatment tailored to each individual; however,
MI and motivational enhancement therapy (a more
structured protocol adaptation) have also been used in
text-based or online applications. Although in the
present study we designed the survey around MI
principles and utilized MI components (e.g., readiness
ruler and values sort), it is not an actual application of
talk therapy or MI in its traditional form. Rather, we
used MI as a guiding framework to elicit responses
from a student-focused perspective with the overall
goal of enhancing likelihood of ePortfolio usage based
on intrinsic attitudes, motivation, confidence, and
guiding values. Below, we discuss each component of
the survey and its adaptation from traditional MI tools.

Measures
In this study, we assessed motivation and confidence

for using ePortfolios by administering motivation and
confidence rulers along a visual analogue scale ranging
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from O (Not at all motivated/confident) to 10 (Very
motivated/confident). The motivation instructions were:
“On a scale of 0 to 10, how motivated are you this week
to create or use the ePortfolio?”” Confidence instructions
were: “On a scale of 0 to 10, how confident are you that
you could create or use the ePortfolio this week?”” The
questions were framed to ask about motivation and
confidence levels over the next week to gauge real-time
likelihood of using the ePortfolio system. The motivation
and confidence rulers were adapted from the Importance
or Readiness Ruler originally developed by Butler,
Rollnick, Cohen, Russell, Bachmann, and Stott (1999).
Each ruler quantitatively assessed the participant’s
current motivation or confidence separately for using the
ePortfolio over the coming week. Display logic altered
the presentation of subsequent qualitative items based on
the initial motivation response. For example, students
who rated their motivation as a 0 subsequently viewed a
free-response item: “What led you to choose a 0? Please
explain in a few sentences below.” Students who rated 2
or higher viewed the item: “What led you to choose a
[rating response] instead of a 0 or 1?” All participants
were then asked to explain what it would take to increase
their motivation rating, with the exception of those who
reported 10, the highest rating. Participants who reported
the highest rating were prompted to explain their choice:
“Can you explain what led you to choose a 10 for the
previous question?” The same process was repeated for
the confidence ruler, and all items required responses to
progress through the survey.

Next, participants were provided with a
description of QEP experiential learning activities that
emphasized reflection and ePortfolio use and were
asked whether they had “participated in an
experiential learning activity before, such as through a
course assignment or internship?” and provided with a
yes/no forced response. Based on this response, to
gauge perceptions of ePortfolio use in conjunction
with the experiential learning activity, students were
asked to describe the advantages and disadvantages:
“What do you imagine would be the
advantages/disadvantages of critically reflecting on
experiential learning within the ePortfolio?” Online
survey instructions and description of experiential
learning activities are provided the Appendix.

Both the advantages and disadvantages responses
and the explanation of motivation and confidence
ratings were collected in a free text response format. A
conventional qualitative content analysis plan was
used for all qualitative data. Responses were visually
examined by coders and subsequently coding
categories were derived from the raw data. Then, the
coding categories were used to review responses and
derive common themes. Examples of these themes
were chosen for illustrative purposes and are
presented in the results.
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In line with MI principles, a personal value activity
list was included to connect students’ motivation and
confidence with their reported intrinsic values. In the
present study, we sought to include this tool to gain a
better understanding of what student values are ranked
as most important overall in an effort to align marketing
messages and instructional materials with what is most
important to students. The value list was adapted from
Miller’s Values Card Sorting activity for the electronic
survey platform (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). Eighty-three
personal value words and their descriptions (plus an
“other” option) were presented in a list. Participants
were asked to “review each word and choose at least 10
words that are very important to you by selecting the
checkbox next to those words.” On the subsequent
page, participants were prompted to “rank value words
in order of importance” using a rank-order feature with
first order indicating the most important value, the
second indicating the next most important, and so on.

Results
Demographics and Response Rate

Of the 6,803 e-mails sent out to student ePortfolio
users, 527 surveys were initiated and 362 survey
responses were received. Survey responses were then
matched with university demographic data using
student ID numbers. Some survey responses did not
include active or accurate student ID numbers, so to
ensure that survey responders were current students,
only the responses for existing ID numbers on file were
used (N = 339), resulting in about a 5% percent
response rate. Detailed demographic data are provided
in Table 1. This study’s analytic sample had more
females (76.1%) than males (23.94%). About 90% of
survey responders were classified as undergraduates
and the average age was 22.14 years (SD = 6.74).
Figure 1 shows the frequency distribution of students
across different schools and colleges (n = 14), with the
largest representation coming from the College of
Liberal Arts and Social Sciences (25.7%).

Out of the 339 ePortfolio users, almost 20% of
students (n = 67) indicated that they had participated in
an experiential learning activity (e.g., through a course
assignment or internship), 64% percent (n = 217)
reported that they had not participated in an experiential
learning activity, and 16.2% (n = 55) did not respond.

Motivation and Confidence to Use ePortfolios

The average rating for the motivation ruler was
3.43 (SD = 2.75) and the average confidence rating was
5.85 (SD = 3.40). Independent samples ¢ tests were run
to determine if there were differences in motivation and
confidence based on whether or not students had
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Table 1
Sample Characteristics
Frequency Percentage
Gender
Women 258 76.10
Men 81 23.94
Ethnicity
White 148 43.70
Hispanic 86 25.40
African-American 39 11.50
Asian/Pacific Islander 30 8.80
Non-Resident 30 8.80
American Indian 5 1.50
Other 1 0.30
Classification
Senior 87 25.70
Junior 80 23.60
Sophomore 71 20.90
Freshman 69 20.40
Master's 22 6.50
Doctoral 6 1.80
Post-Bac 4 1.20
Note. N =339.
Figure 1
Frequency Chart Showing the Survey Responders by College Classification
College or School Representation for Survey Responses
College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences
College of Business
College of Science
College of Visual Arts & Design
o College of Health and Public Service ]
% College of Education ——— 1]
o College of Engineering ———— 1]
8 Frank W. and Sue Mayborn School of Journalism —— ]
g College of Information —]
é College of Merchandising, Hospitality & Tourism — ]
New College ]
Honors College 1]
Tolouse Graduate School ]
College of Music []
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

FREQUENCY OF STUDENTS FROM SURVEY

Note. New College is the present study’s university new off-site instructional facility that focuses on providing a
workforce of business and tech leaders and problem-solvers.
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participated in an experiential learning activity. Results
indicated no statistically significant difference in
motivation ratings between those who had (M = 3.45)
and had not participated (M = 3.24) in an experiential
learning activity, ¢ = 0.526, df = 282, p = .599.
Conversely, a statistically significant difference was
found for confidence, ¢t = 2.17, df = 282, p = .030.
Students who participated in an experiential learning
activity (compared to those who did not) reported
higher confidence ratings for using the ePortfolio (M =
6.66 and M = 5.63, respectively).

Reasons for Motivation and Confidence

We also conducted content analysis of qualitative
responses to ascertain the rationale for why students
chose their motivation and confidence level ratings to
identify emerging themes; the reported reasons or
factors were organized by the following rating groups:
low motivation, high motivation, 10-level motivation,
low confidence, high confidence, and 10-level
confidence. Low motivation and confidence rating
responses were clustered based on rating responses less
than or equal to 4 (n = 182), high motivation users were
clustered based on ratings between 5 and 9 (n = 146),
and those who chose a 10 (the highest possible rating; n
= 10) were labeled as 10-level. Table 2 presents the
main factors associated with why users chose a low,
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high or, 10-level motivation rating, and it also presents
what low, high, and 10-level users believed would
enhance their motivation. The same results for
confidence ratings are presented in Table 3.

Advantages and Disadvantages of ePortfolio Use

Content analysis was also completed on student
responses to a question about experienced or
anticipated advantages (n = 269) and disadvantages (n
= 265) of participating in experiential learning activities
that require student creation and use of ePortfolios for
documenting their learning. Results are presented next
and are grouped by overall advantages and
disadvantages. Students commonly reported advantages
such as benefits derived from documenting, reflecting
on, and showcasing student learning experiences.
Commonly  reported  disadvantages included
technological challenges and too much time invested to
complete an ePortfolio.

Advantages. Overall, perceived and imagined
advantages of ePortfolio use were summarized as
providing a convenient platform to host and exhibit
experiences (e.g., “It allows us to put on record
what we learned and what we accomplished.”),
enhancing reflection of experiential learning (e.g.,
“The task makes me reflect on what I did wrong and
what I did

Table 2
Examples of Student Responses for Using the ePortfolio by Motivation Rating Level
Rationale Enhancement
Low Don’t know how/ understand Information about benefits/ use

Useless/ Irrelevant
Schedule/ time constraints
Difficult to use

Use another ePortfolio

High Don’t know how/ understand
Haven’t used it yet, but willing
Looking for jobs or internships
Course requirement

10-level Enhances abilities and motivation

Assignment due this week
Assists with project sharing
Utilized for student teaching

Had previous experience with ePortfolio

Required by degree program

Have a reason to use it (e.g., extra credit)
Electronic features (attractiveness)
One-on-one assistance

Required by classes

More time or reduced workload
One-on-one assistance

Explanation of purpose and benefits
External motivation (closer to graduation)
Better advertisement

External reminders (e.g., e-mails)

More time or reduced workload

Note. Sample sizes differed for each group: low motivation (ratings less than or equal to 4) n = 182, high motivation
(ratings between 5 and 9) n = 146, 10-rating n = 10, and 1 user did not respond. N = 339.
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Table 3
Examples of Student Responses for Using the ePortfolio by Confidence Rating Level
Rationale Enhancement
Low Don’t know how/ understand Course or degree requirement
Irrelevant More interesting or novel features
Schedule/ time constraints Explanation of purpose and benefits
Lack of experience or preparation Additional instruction or explanation
Prefer to use different platforms More time or reduced workload
Video tutorial
High Prior experiences Course or degree requirement
Course or degree requirement Video tutorial
Has received instructions Explanation of purpose and benefits
Self-efficacy for use Evidence of benefits/ outcomes
Additional instruction or explanation
Better features (e.g., visual appeal)
More time or reduced workload
10-level Ease of task

Prior instructions or experience with
ePortfolio

Technology self-efficacy

Regular utilization

Past course or degree requirement

Note. Sample sizes differed for each group: low confidence (ratings less than or equal to 4) n = 104, high confidence
(ratings between 5 and 9) n = 130, 10-rating n = 63, and 42 users did not respond. N = 339.

right. It makes me reflect on how the activity benefited
me, and how 1 could improve.”), preparing for
interviews or job applications (e.g., “Prepare myself for
any possible questions in an interview and understand
how I can better myself to employers.”), and solidifying
identity and growth, for example:

I feel that participating in something like that might
be an eye-opener to the individual. I realized some
things about myself that I might not have paid
attention to previously, that could in turn make me
more marketable should I choose to shine a little
more light on those skills.

Additionally, some imagined advantages echoed the
sentiments expressed in the motivation and confidence
responses; for example, one student said participating
(e.g., “might help me better understand the purpose”).
Disadvantages. Disadvantages included the amount of
time (e.g., “It takes time to complete them.”) and problems
with the technology interface (e.g., “Sometimes ePortfolio
[shows] an error such as asking me to verify something, and
that confuses me. ePortfolio is more confusing than
Blackboard.”). Many students also explained how perceived
disadvantages might be a benefit (“It is a double-edged
sword...it could make that individual question...[his/her]
motivation for a career/education switch, for fear of starting
from scratch to learn a new or quite possibly, more
rewarding skill.”’). About one-third of students who had no
previous participation reported no perceived disadvantages.

Value-words that were chosen by students at the
end of the survey were collated into the top 10
frequently endorsed value words out of the 83 possible
words and the “other” option. The ten most frequently
endorsed items were as follows: self-acceptance (n =
128), caring (n = 125), adventure (n = 124),
achievement (n = 122), dependability (n = 121),
compassion (n = 117), purpose (n = 112), comfort (n =
107), family (N = 107), and friendship (N = 105).

Discussion

Study results indicate that students who used the
ePortfolio system across a large and diverse public
university also reported low motivation and moderate
confidence to use ePortfolios. Several factors may be
related to these outcomes. These factors, identified from
a student-centered perspective, could be targeted by
universities that wish to implement ePortfolio systems;
they include: (a) participation in experiential learning
activities; (b) understanding of, prior experience with,
competence in, and social norms regarding students’
ePortfolio use; (c) the quality of the ePortfolio system
and the usefulness of the guidance or instructions for
using it; (d) perceived advantages of ePortfolio use and
its capabilities, including the benefits derived from
documenting, reflecting on, and showcasing students’
career-identities and learning experiences for potential
job opportunities; and (e) perceived disadvantages of
ePortfolio use such as technical difficulties and the high-
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level of time commitment. Many of these factors (e.g.,
prior experience with ePortfolio systems, academic and
career benefits, social norms, ePortfolio system quality,
technical difficulties, and time burdens) are supported by
existing literature as being associated with or as relevant
to students’ motivation to use ePortfolios (Birks et al.,
2016; Collins & O’Brien, 2018; Garrett, Thoms,
Alrushiedat, & Ryan, 2009; Klampfer & Kohler, 2015;
Parker et al., 2012; Ryan, 2018; Tosh et al., 2005;
Tuksinvarajarn & Todd, 2009; Yu, 2011). Moreover,
these factors are theoretically supported by the four
extrinsic and intrinsic motivational categories identified
by Mobarhan et al. (2015) as beneficial for universities,
developers, and administrators to include when
promoting ePortfolios systems for students. The system
(e.g., the capabilities and quality of ePortfolio system),
individual (e.g., technological self-efficacy), and social
(e.g., utilized by faculty for teaching) categories were
well represented in the current study’s results.

Study results also helped to address if students’
motivations regarding university-wide ePortfolio use
may differ from their motivations for ePortfolio use
within a class, school, or major. These current results,
and results from other studies that also examined
ePortfolio use at the university level from a researcher,
faculty, or student perspective (Hains-Wesson et al.,
2014; von Konsky & Oliver, 2012), suggest similarities
in the factors that motivate students to use ePortfolios
within and across university colleges or departments.
The one exception was students’ preference to use a
different ePortfolio system. Students’ preference to use
a different ePortfolio system was identified as a factor
associated with motivation in the current study, but has
not been identified or identified frequently in the
previous literature. This individual-level factor may be
unique to large and diverse colleges or populations such
as the one in this study.

Findings on students’ confidence to use ePortfolios
are unique to the literature because few, if any, published
studies to date have directly examined students’
confidence to use ePortfolios, especially within the
context of a large and diverse student population. The
present study indicates similarities in the factors that
students reported as influencing both their motivation
and confidence to use ePortfolios. That is, most
identified factors for confidence could be grouped within
the four extrinsic and intrinsic motivational categories
recently recommended by Mobarhan et al. (2015) for
university-wide ePortfolio initiatives. The exception to
these similarities was students’ participation in
experiential learning, which made a significant difference
in students’ reported levels of confidence, but not in their
reported levels of motivation.

One reason for this exception could be attributed to
the lack of full implementation and marketing of the
participating  university’s  ePortfolio, experiential
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learning, and student-level assessment activities through
its QEP. To explain, a cornerstone of this 2016/26 QEP
is its experiential learning activities, which require
student-level assessment and allow students to eamn
marketable skills micro-credentials by documenting and
uploading student artifacts within their ePortfolios. These
student artifacts are developed from their engagement in
experiential learning activities and are independently
rated within their ePortfolios. Artifacts are scored for
proficiency by staft or faculty who use marketable skills
rubrics adapted from AAC&U (2019). Arguably,
students’ participation and assessment within these
experiential learning activities should have made a
difference in their reported level of motivation to use
ePortfolios (Tosh et al., 2005; Tuksinvarajarn & Todd,
2009; von Konsky & Oliver, 2012).

However, at the time of this study, the 2016/26
QEP was in its first year of implementing and
marketing its experiential learning and individual
assessment activities, which are not required for all
university students. Only about half of the university’s
departments  incorporated  experiential  learning
activities into one or more of their courses or programs.
Therefore, it is possible that many students who used
their ePortfolios within experiential learning activities
were not aware of, or did not engage in the required
assessment components and opportunities to earn
micro-credentials in marketable skills. This may have
been why participation in experiential learning
activities did not make a difference in students’
reported level of motivation to use ePortfolios.

Lack of awareness and lack of knowledge
concerning the assessment component of the QEP may
also explain why all students who used the ePortfolio,
regardless of whether they participated in experiential
learning activities, reported low overall levels of
motivation. As the QEP continues to expand its
implementation and its marketing of the assessment
component through ePortfolio and credentialing
systems across the university, students’ awareness and
engagement are likely to increase, which may lead to
higher levels of reported motivation to use ePortfolios.
We plan to test this assumption by replicating this study
for the QEP annually. Since the current study’s survey
administration, the number of departments participating
in the university’s QEP has increased, and the number
of student ePortfolio users within the university has
more than doubled.

Implications

This study extends the literature by helping to
address Bryant and Chittum’s (2013) call for more
research on students’ ePortfolio use and non-academic
outcomes such as motivation and confidence, and
Mobarhan et al.’s (2014) call for more research on
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factors associated with students’ motivation to use
ePortfolios.

The current study’s findings can also help other
universities  identify  student motivational and
confidence factors that need to be included when
implementing ePortfolio initiatives across their
campuses (Mobarhan et al., 2015). For example, many
of these factors are currently targeted by the large, four-
year university that participated in this study. Their
campus-wide QEP works to enhance student learning
outcomes and increase students’ motivation and
confidence to use ePortfolios by engaging them in
experiential learning, ePortfolio, reflection, and
assessment activities as previously described in this
study.

Given that many published studies have reported
student benefits from both using ePortfolios as a HIP
(Watson et al., 2016) and from engaging in experiential
learning activities (Helle, Tynjél4, Olkinuora, & Lonka,
2007; Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014), other universities
might consider combining these approaches to enhance
not only confidence and motivation to use ePortfolios
but also student learning outcomes in general. Student
and faculty educational approaches, professional
training, or skills workshops that combine these
approaches and target the factors identified in this study
may boost students’ motivation and confidence to use
ePortfolios while also resulting in a myriad of other
positive student learning outcomes. Such approaches to
ePortfolio use can significantly enhance student
learning outcomes if they are implemented with
sufficient technology resources as well as clear
guidelines and expectations for ePortfolio use (Bryant
& Chittum, 2013).

Such combined approaches could also address
students’ reported disadvantages of ePortfolio use by
providing easily accessible and user-friendly
information about how to use ePortfolios (e.g., how-to-
videos and one-on-one assistance). Marketing messages
could focus on how quick and easy it is to use
ePortfolios so that students are not intimidated by the
technology or the time commitment. Marketing
messages can also be framed to emphasize the student
values reported in this study, such as self-acceptance
through reflection and student caring through service-
learning activities. Other marketing messages that
emphasize study abroad and travel-related experiences
outside of the classroom may resonate with additional
student values reported in this study: adventure,
achievement, dependability, and family or friendship.

Such combined approaches may also resonate with
students’ reported value of achievement by awarding
credentials based on assessed experiential learning
activities. For example, as part of the aforementioned
QEP, students receive credentials when they are rated
by university faculty or staff as proficient in a
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marketable skill across three separate experiential
learning  activities. This credentialing strategy
simultaneously awards students for working on their
ePortfolios every semester and discourages them from
waiting until impending graduation to complete
ePortfolio work.

Limitations and Future Directions

Limitations of the study sample included having a
higher respondent rate for women and freshman,
compared to women and freshman enrolled across the
entire university from which the study sample was
drawn (University of North Texas, 2018). Chi-square
goodness of fit tests identified significant differences in
gender (%% [1, n = 339] = 72.65, p < .001) and class
level (¥ [6, n = 339] = 57.06, p < .001) between the
two samples. Women comprised 76% of the study
sample compared to 53% for the entire university.
About 20% of the study sample was composed of
freshman, compared to about 10% for the entire
university. The current study also had a low overall
response rate (5% of total e-mails). These limitations
may decrease the generalizability of study results.
Generalizability of results for other learning institutions
also may be limited because students were asked about
their experience with the ePortfolio used at the present
study’s university. Both qualitative and quantitative
results, particularly those related to functionality, will
likely differ based on variations among platforms or
systems. Additionally, six colleges were represented by
fewer than 10 students, so our findings may not be
representative of those colleges.

Another limitation is sampling bias. Although an
external incentive was offered, the nature of the e-
mailed anonymous survey might have been biased
towards individuals who felt strongly one way or
another about using ePortfolios in general. Further, the
data are cross-sectional in nature; future studies could
examine the feasibility of increasing students’
motivation and confidence ratings across the semesters
by engaging students in ePortfolio and experiential
learning experiences. The aforementioned QEP may
provide such longitudinal evidence as we test this
relationship over the next two to three years.

Despite these sampling limitations, the sample’s
reported ethnicity and age were similar to that of the
entire university from which it was drawn (University
of North Texas, 2018). A chi-square goodness of fit test
for ethnicity, (y* [1, n = 339] = 11.54, p =.073) and a
one-sample ¢ test for age (#338) = -5.09, p = 1.00) did not
identify significant differences between the two
samples. Therefore, the present findings may assist
other large, higher education institutions with similar
ethnographic and age characteristics who wish to
implement ePortfolios at their own institutions by
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providing additional, relative motivational context from
the student perspective. To our knowledge, this is the
first survey of its kind to report on student perspectives
of both motivation and confidence for ePortfolio use,
particularly within experiential learning activities and at
the university level. Future directions include
intentionally targeted marketing strategies that
correspond with the values of students as a way to
increase motivation and confidence to use ePortfolios.
Additional research could also test findings from the
present study by assessing students’ motivation and
confidence to use ePortfolios before and after using the
ePortfolio system in their courses, and then examining
data across different course samples rather than relying
on cross-sectional data interpretation.
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This case study looks at the implementation of an extracurricular program, the ePortfolio Peer
Consultants (ePPC) peer-mentoring technology group, as a part of an ePortfolio project at the
University of Virginia and its impact on the development of ePortfolio skill sets. Specifically, we
seek to understand if and how the participation in this program has fostered autonomy and self-
directed learning among the peer consultants. The study examines multiple sources of data, collected
iteratively over three semesters, including the results of a focus group, a survey, interviews, and
media sources, such as videos and ePortfolios. Results suggest that the ePPC program fosters self-
directed learning linked to ePortfolio use. The study sheds light on innovative ways to utilize
ePortfolio peer mentoring in an extra-curricular capacity in order to cultivate self-directed,

autonomous learners.

A primary goal in education is to create
meaningful, authentic, and significant learning
experiences designed to shape lifelong learners (Brown
& Thoroughman, 2017; Candy, 1991). Scholarship has
established that in the classroom, ePortfolios serve as a
tool to help promote this type of learning (Association
of American Colleges and Universities [AAC&U],
2018; Batson, Watson, Chen, & Rhodes, 2017;
Buyarski, Oaks, Reynolds, & Rhodes, 2017; Firdyiwek
& Scida, 2014; Yancey & Weiser, 1997; Zeichner &
Wray, 2001). This study examines extra-curricular
dimensions of an ePortfolio program at the University
of Virginia, the Foreign Language Learning ePortfolio
Project (FLLeP), and its impact on creating self-
directed, autonomous learners. FLLeP executed a large-
scale integration of ePortfolios in the university’s
foreign language classes. In order to provide technical
support for foreign language students enrolled in these
courses, the project leaders hired students who had
prior experience with ePortfolios in the program’s pilot
year to serve as technology peer mentors, known as
ePortfolio Peer Consultants (ePPCs). Although the
ePPCs served in an extra-curricular capacity and were
not enrolled in courses utilizing ePortfolios, evidence
suggests that they also achieved some of the learner-
centered goals driven by the ePortfolio, such as self-
directed learning. This study examines the case of these
ePPCs and discusses how the principles of ePortfolios
promoted self-directed and autonomous learning
beyond the classroom and into extra-curricular
components of the ePortfolio program.

Rationale

One of the primary objectives of the
implementation of ePortfolios is to create a meaningful
learning experience that can extend into a student’s
future life and career (Brown & Thoroughman, 2017,
Hubert, 2016). As Candy (1991) pointed out, “Lifelong

learning takes, as one of its principal aims, equipping
people with skills and competencies required to
continue their own ‘self education’ beyond the end of
formal schooling” (p. 15). As a result, in order to
encourage the development of lifelong learners, there
has been an increased emphasis on a learner-centered
approach as opposed to a teacher-centered focus in the
classroom (Candy, 1991; Fink, 2003; Firdyiwek &
Scida, 2014; Grow, 1991; Holec, 1979; Little, 2007,
2009). One of the ways a learner-centered pedagogy
has been facilitated is through the inclusion of
technology in the curriculum. As Firdyiwek and Scida
(2014, p. 116) noted:

The shift from a teaching paradigm to a learning
paradigm in education (Barr & Tagg, 1995) changes
not only the roles teachers and learners play, but also
the role of technology, as well as the role of those
who shape and support technology integration in
education. Today, teaching technologies are not just
repositories of information or passive delivery
mechanisms of static packaged course material
(Batson, 2011), but play a significant role in helping
us with the difficulties inherent in the paradigm shift
we are experiencing, in which monitoring and
responding to learners’ progress becomes just as
important as, if not more important than delivering
instructional content and assessing students’ final
products (Cambridge, 2010).

Technology plays a pivotal role in providing students
with ways to become self-directed learners.
Correspondingly, the FLLeP project integrated
ePortfolios into the foreign language classroom with a
key goal to “empower students to become more
independent, active, self-directed learners, aware of
their own progress and learning styles, and equipped
with tools for lifelong learning” (Scida, James, &
Firdyiwek, 2016, p. 31).
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The initial objectives of the ePortfolio
implementation were designed to impact students
enrolled in foreign language courses. However, the
influence of ePortfolios extended into another
component of the program: the ePortfolio peer
consultants. The ePPCs served as peer mentors to
students enrolled in foreign language courses using
ePortfolios. By providing technical assistance, they
were a critical factor in encouraging students to become
more  self-directed and autonomous learners,
empowering them with both knowledge and practical
skills necessary to design their individual ePortfolios
for their classes. Their preliminary role was designed as
a supplementary element to the overall program geared
towards a student-centered learning approach. By
giving the students who worked as ePortfolio peer
consultants the freedom to work with and learn about
technology, these peer consultants, in turn, became
motivated to learn new skills independently. This
phenomenon adds an unexpected layer to the FLLeP
model designed to promote self-directed learning for
students in courses. Building upon the groundwork
established in a 2016 study about FLLeP (Scida et al.,
2016), this article examines another dimension of the
project. It analyzes how an extra-curricular component
derived from the ePortfolio program also achieves the
goals of shaping an autonomous, self directed-learner in
the peer consultants themselves.

Theoretical Framework

Researchers have noted that self-directed learning
is an important factor in creating meaningful learning
experiences (Candy, 1991; Fink, 2003; Grow, 1991).
As Fink (2003) pointed out, some of the principle
objectives of this type of learning include “enhancing
our individual life, enabling us to contribute to many
communities of which we will be a part, and preparing
us for the world of work” (p. 7). With the need to
develop ways to design significant learning
experiences, universities and educational programs
have employed models to promote self-directed and
autonomous learning to give students room to grow and
hold more independent roles. These models include
several high-impact practices, such as internships,
service learning, and undergraduate research, and, as
Batson et al. (2017) noted, these “often happen outside
of the traditional classroom” (p. 2).

Grow (1991) also provided valuable information
about self-directed learning. Viewing it as a process and
a goal, he divides the development of a self-directed
learner into stages ranging from “dependent learner” to
“self-directed learner.” His Staged Self-Directed
Learning (SSDL) Model, consists of four phases:
dependent learners, interested learners, involved
learners, and self-directed learners (Grow, 1991, p.
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129). Grow underscored that a key objective is to
progress from dependency to self-direction. “The goal
of the educational process is to produce self-directed,
lifelong learners. Many current educational practices in
public schools and universities, however, do more to
perpetuate dependency than to create self-direction”
(Grow, 1991, p. 127). When describing the fourth and
final stage of learning, which he refers to as “Learners
of High Self Direction,” Grow (2003) wrote,

Learners at this stage are both able and willing to
take responsibility for their learning, direction, and
productivity. They exercise skills in time
management, project management, goal setting,
self-evaluation,  peer  critique, information
gathering, and use of educational resources. The
most mature Stage 4 learners can learn from any
kind of teacher, but most Stage 4 learners thrive in
an atmosphere of autonomy. (p. 134)

In a similar way, Candy (1991) also emphasized self-
directed learning as both a goal and a process. “The
development of self-directed individuals—that is,
people who exhibit the qualities of moral, emotional,
and intellectual autonomy—is the long-term goal of
most, if not all, educational endeavors” (Candy, 1991,
p. 19). Candy (1991) discussed the overarching term,
autonomy, and its different components within the
paradigm of developing a self-directed learner.

It would seem logical that self-management is a
subset of the broader domain of self-determination
(or, as I will call it in this book, personal autonomy).
This means that a person who is autonomous would
be both willing and able to exert a degree of control
over aspects of his or her learning situation, and
likewise that the acceptance and exercise of such
responsibility would be taken to indicate high levels
of personal autonomy. (p. 20)

As mentioned earlier, high-impact practices can
promote self-directed, autonomous learning, and the
Association of American Colleges and Universities
(AAC&U) has listed the ePortfolio as a high-impact
practice. The electronic collection of and reflection on
materials allows students to demonstrate their learning as
part of a continuous and interactive process, and,
correspondingly, institutions have implemented the
ePortfolio in order to foster deeper student learning and
attainment of program learning outcomes (Janosik &
Frank, 2013; Scida et al., 2016). The AAC&U (2018)
also noted that “because collection over time is a key
element of the ePortfolio process, employing ePortfolios
in collaboration with other high-impact practices
provides opportunities for students to make connections
between various educational experiences” (para. 8).
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Other related high-impact practices include
collaboration and learning communities (AAC&U,
2018). The ecPortfolio provides a space that can
contribute to collaboration among peers and promote
self-regulated learning (Nguyen & Ikeda, 2015). Recent
studies have focused on the collaborative nature of the
ePortfolio and, more specifically, peer review and peer
mentoring, emphasizing that peer review can enhance
the ePortfolio product and process (Carpenter, Apostel,
& Hyndman, 2012; Ring, 2015). Ring (2015) discussed
a peer review program implemented at the University of
Clemson, and noted that the feedback provided by peers
helped students “develop critical thinking and
communication skills. In addition, the iterative nature
of the process helps students develop lifelong learning
and collaboration skills” (p. 329). Likewise, Carpenter
et al. (2012) examined the power of peer collaboration
within the ePortfolio context, highlighting its
contribution to  fostering a  student-centered
environment (p. 168). Gordon (2017) pointed to the
difficulties first-time ePortfolio students may encounter.
Her study suggests that peer feedback can help ease
initial challenges and bolster the development of skills
connected to the ePortfolio, such as reflection and self-
regulation (p. 114).

These bodies of scholarship shed light on the
collaborative possibilities with the ePortfolio and its
creation of a self-directed learner. This article adds to
research on peer collaboration and self-directed
learning, homing in on how ePortfolio principles impact
peer consultants in an extra-curricular setting.

The ePortfolio Peer Consultants

FLLeP was designed to achieve multiple student-
centered goals in the classroom, including encouraging
the establishment of links between foreign language
learning and other academic pursuits, creating
awareness of learning processes and goals, and
supporting independent, self-directed, autonomous
learning (Scida et al., 2016). The project began in 2014.
It includes 60 foreign language faculty from seven
foreign language departments and 30 beginning,
intermediate, and advanced language courses, and
encompasses 96 separate class sections, impacting over
3,500 students per semester. Consequently, technical
support for such a large faculty and student population
was an initial concern. In order to overcome this
challenge, the project leaders decided to implement a
peer-mentoring model (the ePPC program) focused on
technology assistance during the 2015-2016 academic
year. This program was comprised of students who
worked with ePortfolios in previous courses and were
familiar with the ePortfolio platforms Digication and
WordPress. In order to be employed as ePortfolio Peer
Consultants  (ePPCs), the students submitted
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applications, were interviewed, and chosen through a
selective hiring process. As student employees, they
were paid hourly for their services.

Prior to the start of the semester, the ePPCs
participated in an orientation session. They were
already familiar with the ePortfolio platforms and
technology from past coursework; however, the
orientation was designed to prepare them to work with
ePortfolios in a different capacity: mentoring students
and faculty. At the training, students learned how to
explain and guide their mentees through the technology
platforms. They also received insight regarding
common issues that students in courses using
ePortfolios have encountered in the past. Part of the
ePPCs’ duties included class visits at the beginning of
the semester to market their group and inform students
about their services. During the orientation they were
able to plan and prepare for these presentations. The
training ensured that the ePPCs were equipped with up-
to-date knowledge necessary to provide quality
assistance to current students and instructors using
ePortfolios in their foreign-language classrooms.
During the semester, the ePPCs offered technical
troubleshooting support through weekly office hours in
the language lab as well as scheduled appointments.

In addition to the initial orientation, the ePPCs
participated in weekly meetings to discuss ePortfolio
technologies and pedagogical practices, as well as
updates about the program. The gatherings facilitated
the ePPCs with a space where they could address new
technology issues that they had come across or clarify
any other doubts related to their position. During the
meetings, they were also encouraged to reflect upon
and consider the merits and values of ePortfolios. These
ongoing conversations provided a valuable opportunity
to explore the pedagogies of ePortfolios. Thus, in their
capacity as an ePPC these students were able to learn
about the principles and benefits of ePortfolios. This
aspect differs from their experiences in a classroom
where they honed skills related to course content,
technology, collaboration, and reflection. The ePPCs
sharpened these proficiencies in their mentoring role,
but as an ePPC they were also able to learn about the
unique features of ePortfolios and, in turn, instill
agency into the individual students using them.

Following its initial launch in the 2015-2016
academic year, the ePortfolio peer-mentoring unit has
continued to grow and evolve. During the first year, the
project leaders hired five consultants who each worked
three hours per week during the beginning and end of
the semester, providing a total of 15 hours of weekly
assistance. The increased hours at the beginning of the
semester were due to higher student traffic as a result of
initial ePortfolio set-up in foreign-language courses;
more hours were available at the end of the semester to
aid students polishing their ePortfolios for final
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submission. Throughout the rest of the semester, the
consultants each worked for two hours per week,
offering a total of ten office hours.

The program expanded to seven consultants for the
2016-2017 academic year. These students also provided
three hours of assistance per week during peak semester
times (21 hours total), and two hours per week during
the rest of the semester (14 hours per week). In total,
roughly 130 students received assistance from the peer
mentors per semester. The ePPCs carried out additional
responsibilities during this academic year, as they
became the primary organizers of FolioFest, the
biannual ePortfolio symposium, which will be
discussed in detail. This event showcases the best work
of selected students across the College. These duties
continued throughout the 2017 and 2018 academic year.

Methodology and Procedures

In this study, I examine multiple sources of data
collected iteratively over three semesters (Spring 2017,
Fall 2017, Spring 2018). Two key questions are
considered: (1) Does the ePortfolio peer-mentoring
program foster self-directed learning? (2) What
evidence indicates that the ePortfolio has encouraged
self-directed learning?

The analysis begins with information from a focus
group session conducted with the ePPCs in May 2017
at the end of the Spring semester (see Appendix A). In
the focus group, participants discussed their roles as
ePPCs and the different ways that they learned about
technology. A second piece of evidence incorporates
survey results that the ePPCs completed after planning
and executing the Fall 2017 FolioFest event in
December 2017 (see Appendix B). Other data
considered includes (a) media items created
autonomously by the consultants during all three
semesters that demonstrate self-directed learning, such
as their personal ePortfolios; (b) video tutorials for the
FLLeP project; and (c) promotional videos for the ePPC
program. A final source of data stems from interviews
with the ePPC faculty coordinators at the end of the
Spring 2018 semester.

Results
!

Focus Group Responses

The first data to discuss is the initial focus group
session held at the end of the Spring 2017 semester in
May with the ePPCs regarding the different ways that
they learned about ePortfolio technology (see Appendix
A). An analysis of their responses indicates that the
ePPCs were indeed motivated to become (or were) self-
directed learners. The consultants overwhelmingly
expressed that they learned many ePortfolio technical
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skills independently. Although they had knowledge of
ePortfolio technology from prior coursework and their
orientation training, unexpected technology issues arose
frequently and required them to learn concepts and
problem-solving techniques individually. As one
student pointed out, these situations challenged and
motivated them: “I like it when there is an issue that is
not necessarily something that I’ve gone through a
bunch of times before, and then I can work it out and do
the problem solving.” The student went on to say how
“personally gratifying” the process was for her. Another
student noted the importance of learning by doing
“because you’ll remember it and how to fix it if you do
it yourself, instead of being told ‘this is how you fix
it.”” A consultant touched on the need to be prepared
for anything because “there are so many problems that
come up anyway that there is no way you could get an
orientation course that covers all of it.” Similarly,
another participant said, “I don’t think an orientation or
any sort of short course or module taking you through
WordPress or Digication would be able to substitute for
just going through it and seeing what problems you
come up against.” As another student put it succinctly,
“A lot of my skills I had to learn independently.”

In addition to fostering learner autonomy, the
students mentioned other benefits of the peer-mentoring
program such as the acquisition of proficiencies in
troubleshooting, customer service, teaching skills, and
peer collaboration, all within the context of an authentic
employment experience that point to the development
of a self-directed, life-long learner.

FolioFest Survey

Another indication of independent, self-motivated
actions taken by the students comes from a survey
conducted after the 2017 Fall FolioFest in December
2017 (see Appendix B). As previously mentioned,
FolioFest is the college-wide symposium where
selected students showcase their ePortfolios to the
university community. Initially, the FolioFest was
organized and facilitated by FLLeP faculty. In 2017,
however, the responsibilities were shifted to the
consultants. According to the ePPC faculty
coordinators, this was motivated by two factors. First,
one of the original intentions of the ePortfolio project
centered on the promotion of student leadership. As
Gordon (2017) noted, a powerful benefit of the
ePortfolio is that it makes the student a “participant
rather than a mere observer” (p. 114). The ePPCs’
leadership role in FolioFest, then, emerged from the
inherent nature of the ePortfolio. Giving the ePPCs
responsibility for the event demonstrated a way to
showcase the program as not just a technical support
unit, but as a group that serviced the ePortfolio process
as a whole. As a result, FolioFest became an integral



Britland

part of the ePPCs’ duties. The peer consultants were
responsible for implementing the event with tasks
ranging from distributing invitations and arranging
catering, organizing the sequence of the FolioFest
schedule, to reviewing the ePortfolios to be presented
and selecting exemplary student work to be showcased.
Furthermore, the ¢ePPCs publicized the event across the
university community to ensure a high level of
enthusiasm and participation.

In order to assess the decision to expand the
student-centered role of the ePPCs, the ePPC
coordinators collected survey responses from the ePPCs
after the Fall 2017 FolioFest. The consultants
responded to four questions about the value of the
duties they had been given. The questions were
designed to look at how the ePPCs perceived the
significance of their responsibility, how they developed
their understanding of ePortfolio principles, what
impact they saw the project having on the institutional
community, and how they saw its influence on
themselves as an extracurricular activity.

The themes that emerged from their responses
added to the clarification of the setup of the ePortfolio
program. The first question, “Is it important for
FolioFest to be organized and run by students?”, sheds
light on the students’ view of student-centered learning.
The ePPCs were able to explain their unique role in
building the ePortfolio program. One student noted,

When students plan and run FolioFest, the event
naturally becomes student-centered and this
highlights a major theme of portfolio-making,
student-centric learning. To align with this theme
of portfolio-making in an event designed to
showcase them only makes sense. This makes
everything come together perfectly.

The consultants viewed a logical link between
ePortfolios as a student-centered activity and the
importance of their role as ePPCs in coordinating the
FolioFest event. As one student put it,

For FolioFest to be organized and run by students
contributes to the argument that ePortfolios are
meant to contribute to students’ educational and
professional pursuits. Additionally, as ePortfolios
are created by students—and as the peer
consultants are students themselves—I think it’s
important for an event meant to celebrate
ePortfolios also be created by students.

Another participant added, “It seems natural that the
environment best suited for accomplishing these goals
would be an environment structured by students
themselves.” These comments suggest that the ePPCs
are aware of the student-centered approach to learning.
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The consultants’ answers emphasize that through self-
directed learning, the students become prepared for the
real, professional world.

In response to the question, “How did the FolioFest
further develop your understanding of ePortfolios?”, the
students listed technical and pedagogical areas that had
become clearer to them through the experience of
implementing FolioFest.

My understanding (of ePortfolios) also branched out
from viewing e-portfolios as a great tool for
language classes. FolioFest gave me the opportunity
to view e-portfolios that were used for art, teaching a
hobby, or journaling and blogging. The various
ways you can use e-portfolios is incredible.

Another consultant stated, “I was under the impression
that ePortfolios were mainly used in English and
language classes, but to my surprise there are
ePortfolios being used in the Chemistry department.”
Answers to the question, “How do you think an
activity like FolioFest helps the development of
ePortfolios at this university?”, highlighted that
consultants perceive the event as one that promotes
collaboration among students and generates interest in
ePortfolios at the university. One student noted,

FolioFest allows students to exchange ideas and
enrich their knowledge of portfolios. This,
ultimately, equips them to implement new and
fresh ideas to future portfolio-making endeavors.
FolioFest provides an environment to reignite a
student’s interest in developing their existing
portfolios and making new ones.

Many of the ePPCs suggested that the event promotes
creativity and demonstrates the versatility of
ePortfolios. As one student responded,

FolioFest emphasizes that ePortfolios not only have
academic and professional purposes, but can help
facilitate and document one’s creative process.
Students don’t often get to see what their peers are
doing outside of class and FolioFest gives them an
incentive to explore their ePortfolio options outside of
their instructor’s template, syllabus, course outline, etc.

This particular comment accentuates the connection
between FolioFest, its contribution to creativity and the
subsequent drive to “explore their ePortfolio options
outside of the instructors’ template.” It underscores the
development of a self-directed and motivated learner
within the paradigm of the ePortfolio program.

The last question, “How does running an event like
FolioFest enhance your extra-curricular education?”,
generated responses that point to the fostering of life-
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long learners and the honing of skills that are applicable
to a real-world context. One student stated, “Running an
event like FolioFest enhanced my extra curricular
education by giving me the opportunity to hone various
leadership, communication, and organizational skills that
are widely applicable in a variety of settings.” Other
answers to this question indicate that the consultants
learned from the challenges of the experience, citing
difficulties that arose, as well as the need to plan for
future events. As a consultant expressed,

I must say, being in charge of FolioFest was a bit
more difficult than I had originally imagined.
There are so many details that are necessary for the
success of the event, which in turn calls for a lot of
key decisions to be made by several different
people with different visions on how the event
should be. However, I think that the ePPCs did a
stellar job with compromising and dedicating
ourselves to this event. It was a lot of fun working
with them and seeing all of our hard work finally
come together. Lastly, we as ePPCs stress self-
reflection throughout one’s work. I must include
that FolioFest has made me reflect on how we
should improve for future FolioFests to come.

These additional findings demonstrate that the peer-
mentoring program fosters the attainment of ePortfolio-
driven skills in a student-centered dynamic. They also
reveal the benefits students receive when given the
opportunity to view the final ePortfolio product in a
public setting, witnessing how the peer-technology
mentorship contributed to its success. Through their
direct involvement with FolioFest, they were able to
connect the benefits of creating ePortfolios with the real
world, another example of transcending classroom
boundaries. The responses also suggest a growing
attainment of reflection skills and teamwork linked to
the ePPC program.

More importantly, FolioFest allows students to take
ownership of the ePortfolio program at the university. It
is a student-led event that is not simply bestowed upon
them, rather, it flows naturally out of the principles of
ePortfolios. The ePortfolio is a vehicle that encourages
student agency in the learning process; FolioFest is
another manifestation of agency and group
collaboration within the paradigm of ePortfolio use.

Additional Evidence

Supplemental evidence supporting the hypothesis
that the program promotes self-directed learning derives
from artifacts created by the ePPCs themselves. It is
important to point out that the ePPC faculty did not
require the students to carry out these tasks, rather, the
ePPCs autonomously sought out the opportunities.
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Independent ePortfolios.! A prime example
includes the individual ePortfolios that the consultants
created independently. Each consultant designed a
personal ePortfolio on Digication. One consultant
fashioned a professional ePortfolio including her
resume, university and high-school course work, and
professional goals. She also describes her experiences
as a student at the university in an embedded video
where she highlights the strengths and skills that she
can contribute to a future career. This particular
example links to Fink’s (2003) argument that
ePortfolios prepare students for the professional world.

Another consultant created an ePortfolio that focuses
specifically on her position as an ePPC. She explained
the role that ePPCs play in the overall ePortfolio program
and detailed the importance of ePortfolios in a video that
she recorded and embedded. In the video, she pointed out
the benefits of using ePortfolios in and outside of the
classroom, such as viewing educational and professional
growth, honing creativity skills, and interacting with
other students. She noted that ePortfolios allow students
to “form a community to come together and learn, be
creative, and make our ePortfolio our own, which I think
is very important.”

One ePPC’s portfolio showcased her experiences
with ePortfolios both in the Spanish classroom and as an
ePPC. She mentiond useful aspects of the ePortfolio,
citing collaboration with other students. She also
emphasized that ePortfolios allow students to hone
proficiencies in technology and leadership. In a video
that she embedded in the portfolio, she said, “T know that
these skills won’t only help me in school, but also will
help me succeed in the future.” Her comments suggest
that she recognizes the importance of these abilities
within the university setting but also noted that they are
skills that can aid in future endeavors, a primary
indicator of meaningful and self-directed learning.

These individual portfolios also suggest individual
student growth as a result of their engagement with
ePortfolio technology. As Firdyiwek and Scida (2014)
pointed out, ePortfolio technology encourages reflection
(p- 128). In the ePPC portfolios, many of the students
reflect on their role as an ePPC, underscoring their
enthusiasm for the position as well as the benefits of
ePortfolios that they have observed. These individual
portfolios also serve as another outlet for self-directed
learning where consultants can explore the technology
and experiment with new design capabilities and layouts.

Informational videos. Other examples of self-
directed, autonomous learning are tutorial and
informational videos about the ePPC program generated
by the consultants, individually and collaboratively.
During the 2017 spring semester, one ePPC recorded a
tutorial video about the benefits of ePortfolios. The
student shared this video with the FLLeP team, and it
was later posted on the FLLeP website for other
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students and instructors to consult. In the video, the
ePPC discusses her personal ePortfolio that she had
previously developed as a student in the French
program. She focused on the professional aspects of the
ePortfolio, mentioning that she could use the links from
her ePortfolio to send to potential employers to
“showcase my reading, verbal, and writing skills.” She
gave personal advice to future students using
ePortfolios, encouraging them to take advantage of the
ePortfolio and the resources offered within the foreign
language program. The student also pointed out the
creative and design possibilities of ePortfolios,
highlighting that learning how to utilize ePortfolio
platforms is a valuable skill to have not only in the
classroom but possibly in a future career.

A second piece of media evidence is a video that
the ePPCs recorded together for the 2017 FolioFest. In
the video, they interviewed members of the FLLeP
program, instructors, and students using ePortfolios.
They considered the versatile aspects of the ePortfolio,
underscoring its significance both in and outside of the
classroom. One ePPC said,

It’s a really beautiful thing when you start
something, and then you look back and see
how much you actually grow. You can look at
your past work and see how you can become
better in the future. I think that is one of the
goals of ePortfolios to see how you can grow
and progress.

Her comment alludes to a growing awareness of the
reflective components that come with using
ePortfolio technology.

These media artifacts, created autonomously by the
ePPCs, are authentic indicators of self-directed and self-
motivated learning. They point to several skills that link
to the most advanced self-directed leaner (Stage 4) from
Grow’s (1991) model. They demonstrate evidence of
“time management, project management, self-
evaluation, peer critique, information gathering, and use
of educational resources” (Grow, 1991, p. 134).
Furthermore, the content of their ePortfolios and videos
suggests a growing development of skills related to
autonomy and reflection on educational and
professional growth.

Interviews with ePPC faculty coordinators. A
final component of this study includes an interview with
the ePPC faculty coordinators conducted at the end of the
2018 Spring semester following the FolioFest event. One
of the purposes of this conversation was to confirm the
rationale for creating the ePPC program and what led to
the decision to give students greater autonomy with
FolioFest. One coordinator noted that the ePPCs were
hired initially as a support unit, but it became clear that
their role transcended that function. He said,
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Once the program was established, however, and
we saw how readily the students took to helping
their peers (including creating, without any
prompting from us, tutorials and promotional
material), it was quickly apparent that the program
was actually a “teaching moment”—one in which
the students were teaching themselves.

The progress of the ePPCs led the coordinators to
designate more responsibilities to them, primarily
managing FolioFest. As one faculty member noted,

At first, we did not give the ePPCs full autonomy
to run FolioFest. I and other staff members helped
them with program decisions and management of
the budget. When we surveyed them after the
program, however, their responses showed a deep
understanding of their role and an appreciation of
the chance we gave them to be the “student face”
of ePortfolios at the university. Based on that, we
committed to giving the students full autonomy on
the FolioFest we held this past spring.

The interviews also shed light on challenges and
limitations of the program. However, they emphasized
that these are not taken as “failures” but rather as
evidence of authentic student work. One example stems
from an observation at the 2018 FolioFest, an event that
the ePPCs independently organized and successfully
carried out. According to the ePPC coordinators, there
were signs that the students had not adequately prepared
for the use of technology, apparent through a glitch that
prevented the students from publically showcasing an
ePPC promotional video they had designed. One the one
hand, the setback is positive in the sense that it
demonstrated a truly student-run, self-directed event,
underlining the authenticity of it; nevertheless, it also
suggests that there were areas for improvement.

The coordinators cited another example of
challenges that can arise with a completely student-
centered program. In the initial year of the program,
one ePPC often arrived late to office hours and was
once even found sleeping on the job. Although this has
been the only case of this nature, it is an instance that
demonstrates that some students may require extra
guidance in order to lead them through the process of
becoming self-directed learners.

Discussion and Conclusion

This article discusses the University of Virginia’s
FLLeP ePortfolio peer consultant group, centering on
an extra-curricular dimension of the implementation of
ePortfolios. An analysis of multiple sources of data
indicates that the students working as ePPCs developed
skills to become self-directed learners and were also
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motivated to learn and seek new opportunities through
the ePortfolio, demonstrating a significant and
meaningful learning experience. Their efforts to learn
more on their own are a demonstration of Candy’s
(1991) findings. The students took control over their
own learning situation in efforts to improve their own
knowledge and help their peers and professors with
ePortfolio technology.

The results of this study support the goals of a
student-centered learning approach connected to
ePortfolio implementation. This particular peer-
consultant program enables students to take charge of
their learning in realms outside of the immediate
classroom and become responsible for their individual
knowledge. The ePPCs acquired many of their
technology skills independently, indicating that they
were motivated to be self-directed learners. Other
significant evidence of self-directed learning derives
from the FolioFest survey results. The responses
demonstrate that the ePPCs value a completely learner-
centered approach to education and recognize several
benefits of utilizing ePortfolios, such as personal growth
and collaboration. FolioFest in particular echoes the
benefits of high-impact practices, and more specifically
collaboration and learning communities, detailed by the
AAC&U. These particular developments of other
abilities are also rooted in some the principles of
ePortfolios, such as reflection and leadership.

Furthermore, the survey data reveals the
establishment of links between ePortfolios and the
student-centered approach in realms beyond the
classroom environment, such as transferring ePortfolio
skills to future careers. The supplementary artifacts,
such as the tutorial and promotional videos, as well as
individual ePortfolios created by the ePPCs also point
to meaningful and self-directed learning, as the students
produced them without faculty prompting.

Although these findings are positive, there are
areas for development and improvement. The ePPC
members demonstrated signs of self-directed learning,
but some indicators suggest that they were
experiencing, as Candy (1991) suggested, a growing
process, as highlighted in the interviews with the ePPC
faculty coordinators. Despite some of the challenges
cited by the coordinators, the student-run aspect of the
program yielded positive results and denoted the
attainment of self-directed learning skills in an
extracurricular dimension of the ePortfolio program.
These findings also suggest directions for future
studies. Several pieces of evidence, such as the
FolioFest survey responses and individual ePortfolios
and videos, reveal the establishment and development
of additional skills born out of the ePPC program. Next
steps in this study might evaluate other components of a
learner-centered approach, such as reflection and
leadership. Furthermore, as a result of the significant
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responses regarding self-directed learning and its link to
FolioFest, future studies might also continue to monitor
the student-led event. Another consideration would be
collaborating with other universities with similar
programs. For example, the ePPCs could expand
FolioFest and invite students from other institutions to
participate and present on their work. This would
facilitate more opportunities for student autonomy and
leadership by allowing them to plan and execute an
inter-university ePortfolio conference.

The University of Virginia ePPC program continues
to expand and evolve. Each year of the program provides
new insight into ways to improve it in order to develop
and foster self-directed and meaningful learning
experiences. Research should continue in order to shed
light on the benefits of the ePPC program, as well as
innovate and determine possibilities for more
collaborative and student-led initiatives.
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Appendix A

Spring 2017 Focus Group Questions

How has being an ePPC helped you learn more about technology?

What other skills did you acquire as a result of working as an ePPC?

In which ways do you feel that you’ve helped the students that have consulted you in office hours?
What did you most like about your job?

What did you least like about your job?

Appendix B

Fall 2017 FolioFest Survey Questions

Is it important for FolioFest to be organized and run by students?
How did FolioFest further develop your understanding of ePortfolios?
How do you think an activity like FolioFest helps the development of ePortfolios at this university?

How does running an event like FolioFest enhance your extra-curricular education?
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What, Exactly, Are We Amplifying? A Decade of AAC&U’s ePortfolio Forum

J. Elizabeth Clark
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What does ten years of ePortfolio research and practice look like? The AAC&U ePortfolio Forum
celebrated a decade in 2019. This article offers a brief overview of the past ten years of forums in the
context of the 2019 forum. Five key themes were highlighted in 2019: 1) the history of ePortfolios in
higher education, 2) the ethics of ePortfolios on campus, 3) student voices and self-authorship, 4)
highlights from the current research agenda, and 5) the questions that persist, often as a moving
target, in using ePortfolios on campus. Together, they revealed a field that is grounded and mature

providing an opportunity to see evolution over time.

The AAC&U ePortfolio Forum, hosted in
conjunction with the International Journal of ePortfolio
and the Association for Authentic, Experiential, and
Evidence-Based Learning (AAEEBL) has become one of
two annual loci for information about ePortfolios in
higher education. It, and the annual AAEEBL summer
conference, provide a central space for novice and
experienced ePortfolio practitioners to come together
with those who are curious about ePortfolios. This year’s
day-long forum featured 29 sessions and three plenaries.

A decade in, the sessions offered a notable change.
Previous forums often focused on definitional issues;
“how tos” from the creation of individual student
ePortfolios to the nuts and bolts of ePortfolio program
construction; individual and programmatic ePortfolio
exemplars;  classroom case studies;  classroom,
programmatic, and institutional assessment data; and
anecdotal examples all designed to provide compelling
evidence for the value of ePortfolios. This year’s forum
was a study in a field that is grounded and mature. The
forum provided a place to see evolution over time as
campuses presented long-term initiatives firmly embedded
in the landscape of their colleges and universities. The
forum also created space for pushing back in some key
areas such as privacy. Rather than creating a narrative of
why, the forum highlighted five key themes:

1.! The history of ePortfolios in higher
education.

2.!' The ethics of ePortfolios on campus.

3.l Student voices and self-authorship.

4.! Highlights from the current research
agenda.

5.' The questions that persist, often as a
moving target, in using ePortfolios on
campus.

Charting an ePortfolio Landscape

A quick look back at previous forums shows how
the annual focus has contributed to establishing
ePortfolios as a field in higher education. Focusing on
assessment, high-impact practices, learning, student

voices, research, equity, ownership, and positioning
within the university, the forum has built, and
recursively reexamined key themes, deepening the
learning of the community and highlighting the
signature moments in shared learning.

el 2010 (pre-conference symposium): “The
Search for VALUE: Innovation, Economic
Uncertainty, and E-Portfolio Assessment”

el 2011: “Deepening High Impact Learning”

el 2012: "Look What I Can Do: Reclaiming a
Focus on Learning”

el 2013: “E-Portfolios: Foundational Knowledge,
Student Voices, and Best Practices”

e 2014: “Defining Practice and a Research
Agenda”

el 2015: Global Digital Positioning Systems: E-
Portfolios in a Digital Age”

el 2016: “Achieving Equity through Student
Success and E-Portfolios”

el 2017: “ePortfolio as the Eleventh Meta High-
Impact Practice for Student Signature Work”

el 2018: “ePortfolios and the American Dream:
Empowering Students to Take Ownership of
Their Futures”

el 2019: “ePortfolios and the Value of Higher
Education: Celebrating 10 Years of AAC&U’s
ePortfolio Forum”

Working collaboratively with both AAEEBL and
the International Journal of ePortfolio, the forum has
been able to provide a space for continued examination
of ePortfolio practice while also highlighting best
practices and exemplars.

How Did We Get Here?

ePortfolios as a field have a larger history than the
AAC&U Forum, something keynote speaker John C.
Ittelson was well poised to chronicle. Ittelson (2019)
began his talk, “Documenting Learning: A Perspective .
. .” with literal pomp and circumstance, ascending to
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the stage in full academic regalia as Elgar’s Pomp and
Circumstance March No. 1 played. He focused on the
origins of ePortfolio, tracing one history back to 1999 at
California State University when the CSU teacher prep
program moved from paper binders with sticky-noted
feedback to CDs. He highlighted the early work of
Helen Barrett and Helen Chen, marking Chen’s folio
thinking as a vital anchor in our work today. He focused
on 2001-2002 as a key moment when ePortfolios began
to take hold. He presented a session for the National
Learning Infrastructure Initiative on teaching and
learning assessments with ePortfolios. He also wrote an
article in Educause on “Building an E-dentity for Each
Student” (Ittelson, 2001). The same year, Trent Batson
(2002) wrote “The Electronic Portfolio Boom,” looking
at the emerging trend of ePortfolios on campuses and
raising key questions for consideration as a field.

Ittelson’s (2019) abbreviated history highlighted
key moments in the progress of ePortfolios in higher
education including (a) the establishment of the
ePortfolio Action Committee (ePAC); (b) AAEEBL; (c)
Darren Cambridge, Barbara Cambridge, and Kathleen
Blake Yancey’s (n.d.) Inter/National Coalition; (d)
Electronic Portfolios 2.0 (Cambridge, Cambridge, &
Yancey, 2009); (e) The Handbook of Research on
ePortfolio (Jafari & Kaufman, 2006); (f) AAC&U and
AAEEBL’s Field Guide to ePortfolios (Batson et al.,
2017); (g) the inclusion of ePortfolios as a high-impact
practice (Watson et al., 2016); and (h) Bret Eynon and
Laura Gambino’s two-book series, High Impact
ePortfolio Practice: A Catalyst for Student, Faculty,
and Institutional Learning (2017) and Catalyst in
Action: Case Studies of High-Impact ePortfolio
Practice (2018). These contributions, and others not
highlighted in Ittelson’s (2019) talk, have all
contributed to a shared language and shared values
about ePortfolios and an understanding of ePortfolios
for integrative learning, as curriculum, for assessment,
for digital identity, for documenting learning, for
inquiry, and for professional development.

Despite these successes, however, Ittelson (2019)
pointed to the fact that some early stake holders in
ePortfolios such as OSPI/Sakai, ePortfolio California,
and the Carnegie Toolkit have faded away. Ittelson
(2019) posited that we learned from those initiatives
and then built on them in other ways.

Ittelson (2019) articulated the vital role he sees for
ePortfolios in the current landscape of American higher
education. He cited a recent Gallup poll indicating that
confidence in higher education is down since 2015.
Jones (2018) explained the nine percentage point
decline: “No other institution has shown a larger drop
in confidence over the past three years than higher
education. The next-largest decline was a four-point
decrease in confidence in the church or organized
religion” (para. 5). Ittelson (2019) said that higher
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education is interested in completion rates, student
engagement, and employer feedback. ePortfolios are
uniquely situated to provide this. But, he argued, we
need to continue to get the word out.

Returning to his initial graduation metaphor,
Ittelson (2019) ended by reminding us that the
ePortfolio Forum functions like a graduation ceremony
where learning is celebrated. But graduations are not
just culminations. They also point people in the right
direction as they continue on their learning journey.

The Seduction of Technology, The Ethics of the
University

In contrast, Sol Bermann’s (2019) cautionary

keynote “Beyond Technologies and Outcomes:
Building Ethics and Compliance into Teaching,
Learning, and Assessment” focused on the

juxtaposition of technology and privacy based on his
work as Chief Privacy Officer and Interim Chief
Information Security Officer at the University of
Michigan. He challenged the audience to consider
whether legality and ethics are the same. So often,
campuses faced with limited budgets, urgent
assessment needs, and the promise of a decade of
research into the efficacy of ePortfolios look for an easy
and cheap solution: free ePortfolio platforms. Still other
campuses enter ePortfolios on the utopian side of
technology, believing that technology is a panacea.

Bermann’s (2019) cautionary tale focused on the
ethics of ePortfolio practice. He urged participants to
carefully consider all the implications of technology and
privacy as part of their overall ePortfolio
implementation. He traced a brief history of technology
and privacy focusing on how the current moment entails
pervasive data collection, pervasive digital surveillance,
and ethical questions over data such as who owns the
data, who has access to the data, and what can be done
with the data. Beyond questions sometimes posed at the
beginning of ePortfolio projects, such as who owns the
ePortfolio, Bermann’s (2019) deeper questions about
data ownership, future data mining, and what it is that we
ask of students when they engage with ePortfolios reveal
a deep unease with the current state of technology. He
reiterated a common theme in higher education: free is
never free, asking the question, “how can the user
challenge any of the above questions?”

Early on in his talk, Bermann (2019) said that
ePortfolios should not be something that is just “done”
to students, focusing on agency and choice. In the same
way, his perspective on data and privacy suggested that
bad platform agreements should not just happen to
campuses. One of his key recommendations is for
faculty and administrators to review the terms of
service agreements that they require students to accept
before joining ePortfolio systems. He argued that what
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is legal regarding student data is not always ethical.
Faculty should know and reflect on what they are
asking their student to accept as part of a course. His
talk concluded by urging ePortfolio practitioners and
campuses to think of themselves as agents of change,
scripting new agreements for ePortfolio data,
management, privacy, and ownership. He suggested
that this is a critical area for research and leadership in
higher education.

At the Heart of Our Practice: Student Ownership

While ePortfolio forums have always highlighted
student work and student learning using ePortfolios,
this year’s Forum featured student voices in videos,
written reflections, and a keynote luncheon panel.
These presentations focused largely on the idea of
story-telling and how students are empowered to tell
their own stories about their educations. Hearing
authentic student voices discuss what is meaningful and
what is effective in their ePortfolio experience is
increasingly important as we move from arguing for the
need for ePortfolios to continuing to study and improve
their use. Margaret J. Marshall led a panel titled
“Students’ Perspectives on ePortfolios and Learning A
Student Panel Discussion” (Marshall, Barco-Medina,
Devore, Thomas, & Warr, 2019) featuring four Auburn
University students: (a) Genesis Barco-Medina (a
graduate student in English), (b) Elizabeth A. Devore (a
graduate student in Electrical Engineering), (c) Bri
Thomas (a senior in Political Science), and (d) Brent
Warr (a senior in Environmental Design). The panel
provided a concentrated look at meaningful ePortfolios
built around faculty and student learning with
purposeful integration into programs and degrees. The
students focused on autonomy, the importance of
crafting their own narratives, and thinking strategically
about how to use ePortfolios in job and future career
plans. Each student placed a heavy emphasis on the
importance of ownership of the ePortfolio, both in
content and design. It was clear that their ePortfolios
were centrally theirs, making a targeted rhetorical
argument about who they are, what they have
accomplished, and where they are headed for a
carefully considered audience. The students also
commented on the importance of having a space to
translate all of their college experiences into a central
location. As such, this panel centered on the rhetorical
uses of ePortfolio as both a learning and
communication tool.

The student presenters also talked about moments
of initial resistance to ePortfolio. They reflected on
being unsure of how an ePortfolio might help them in
their careers. While each of the students was a
powerful advocate for the use of ePortfolios in the
curriculum they also provided reinforcement for the
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importance of talking with students about the “why”
of ePortfolios and the importance of strategic
placement of ePortfolios in the curriculum to provide
multiple opportunities to revisit and continue to build
the ePortfolio.

Highlights From the Current Research Agenda

Two strands of the day highlighted authors featured
in recent publications. Five sessions focused on work
included in Bret Eynon and Laura M. Gambino’s
(2018) Catalyst in Action: Case Studies of High-Impact
ePortfolio Practice. These sessions situated ePortfolio
practice in the Catalyst model, developed by 24
campuses using ePortfolio, which identified inquiry,
integration, and reflection as central practices in
ePortfolio pedagogy. The Catalyst examines how
pedagogy, professional development, technology,
outcomes assessment, and scaling up are key
considerations in ePortfolio program development for
faculty, students, programs and majors, and institutions.
Three sessions focused on work included in Kathleen
Blake Yancey’s (2019) ePortfolio as Curriculum:
Diverse Models and Practices, examining the
importance of ePortfolio as an intentional part of
curriculum development.

An additional double session led by C. Edward
Watson (2019), Executive Editor of the International
Journal of ePortfolio, focused on developing and
implementing an ePortfolio Scholarly research agenda.
In this session, he reviewed the relevant practices in
ePortfolio research, the stages of the research process,
effective study design, appropriate methodology, and
how to pose and examine measurable and achievable
research questions.

The ePortfolio Decade

While a decade is commonly thought of as a
compilation of years, it is also a unit of measurement
for electrical frequency ratios, particularly when
looking at amplifiers. What, then, have we been
amplifying over the past ten years of AAC&U
ePortfolio Forums? This decade built on the early work
outlined by Ittelson (2019), moving ePortfolios from an
isolated classroom practice in some disciplines into a
wide-spread practice in higher education.

It is useful to consider some of the recurring
questions and principles of ePortfolios. A trio of early
quotes from ePortfolio thought leaders help to frame
what is new, what is consistent, and what remains
difficult about ePortfolio practice.

In 2001, John Ittelson explored the -early
possibilities for the integrative potential of ePortfolios
as a centering locus for connecting personal, academic,
and professional work:
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Joellen is a 36-year old mother of two. She
currently holds a full-time job. After graduating
from high school, Joellen completed one year at
her local community college. She and her husband
then moved to a different state, and she took some
additional courses from a local community college.
She also took a college telecourse. She recently
decided to matriculate at a four-year institution in
her city. The college has asked for all her prior
transcripts, in order to determine how many and
which credits will transfer.

Joellen’s educational history represents a
composite of the type that students often bring to
college. In this age of multiple campus enrollments,
virtual campuses, and online courses, pity today’s
harried students as they struggle to keep track of
their multiple transcripts. Isn’t it time to explore a
more student-centered solution? (p. 43)

While “online” now replaces “telecourse” in our
considerations of digital higher education, many of the
initial issues raised by Ittelson remain. How do
ePortfolios continue to offer a way to connect
different educational experiences and to provide a
stable base for building an educational resume in the
form of an ePortfolio?

In 2002, Trent Batson raised early concerns about
the security of ePortfolios, thinking about how to keep
online data safe:

Security: Can we maintain a high level of security
for personal information transmitted over the wires
or stored in a server on campus? In other words,
how do we make an ePortfolio platform an
enterprise application? An enterprise application
keeps personal data secure from end-to-end,
requiring coordination and support from central
servers and data folks. A laissez-faire approach to
electronic portfolios on a campus may expose the
data to hacking, and the university to a law suit.
(“Let’s Do It,” para. 4)

And in 2009, Kathleen Blake Yancey raised
issues of student engagement. She pointed to the
importance of keeping students connected to and
engaged with the ePortfolio:

At the heart of this work in electronic portfolios is
what was first a hope and then an assumption, and
now a research-based claim: that -creating,
evidencing, connecting, and reflecting involved in
electronic portfolios engage students in new and
beneficial ways—especially when the portfolio
provides a space for student-informed participation

The literature on e-portfolios suggests that
student engagement is a critical element of
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portfolio development (Barrett 2000; Batson 2002;
Yancey 2001). The inability to get students
engaged or excited about their e-portfolios will
result in a flawed implementation. (p. 28)

Together, these three quotes show something John
Ittelson (2019) called a moving target: while much of
the field has changed over the past decade, many of the
key questions remain the same. The Forum provided a
space to consider the recursive questions that the field
grapples with. There are tensions between ownership
and privacy. Who owns the ePortfolio? How do we
negotiate the space between a student-centered
ePortfolio and institutional needs for assessment and
documentation of student learning? Privacy and
security concerns have moved even closer to the center
of ePortfolio discussions as the field considers how to
engage students in critical training to become digitally
literate citizens. And the ePortfolio is most effective
when student voices and reflection are at the center of
ePortfolio practice.

John Warner’s (2018) recent book Why They Can’t
Write told the anecdote of bringing a child to the doctor
for a diagnosis. Warner (2018) walked the reader
through the steps in what a physician does to diagnose.
He says there are four key steps (2018): “(1)
Knowledge (What do doctors know?), (2) Skills (What
can doctors do?), (3) Habits of mind (How do doctors
think?), (4) Attitudes (What do doctors believe and
value about being a doctor?)” (p. 20). These steps are
reminiscent of Lee S. Shulman’s (2005) “Signature
Pedagogies in the Professions” that formed the basis for
how we now talk about signature work and signature
pedagogy as a practice and habit of mind.

This ePortfolio decade firmly established ePortfolios
in higher education as powerful tools for teaching and
learning, for assessment, for curriculum, for professional
development, and for student identity. We have
amplified student voices, student learning, reflection,
assessment, and explored key issues such as ownership
and privacy. More than that, however, we have amplified
that ePortfolios are a pedagogy and we, as a community,
are practitioners. What do ePortfolio practitioners know?
What do ePortfolio practitioners do? How do ePortfolio
practitioners think? What do ePortfolio practitioners
believe and value about being an ePortfolio practitioner?

Over the past decade, we have amplified the
knowledge, skills, habits of mind, and attitudes of ePortfolio
practitioners, setting the stage for continuing to explore and
deepen our learning; for returning and recursively revising
our practice; for creating new questions and finding
different answers for questions that remain. We have also
created a generous space for people who want to join this
work, recognizing that there is always a place for the
campus or faculty member who wants to explore “how to”
and to begin this work.



Clark

References

Batson, T. (2002). The electronic portfolio boom: What’s
it all about? Syllabus, 16(5). Retrieved from
https://campustechnology.com/Articles/2002/11/The
-Electronic-Portfolio-Boom-Whats-it-All-
About.aspx

Batson, T., Coleman, K. S., Chen, H. L., Watson, C. E.,
Rhodes, T. L., & Harver, A. (Eds.). (2017).
Fieldguide to eportfolio. Washington, DC:
Association of American Colleges and Universities.

Bermann, S. (2019, January). Beyond technologies and
outcomes: Building ethics and compliance into
teaching, learning, and assessment. QOpening
plenary presented at the 10th Annual Forum on
Digital Learning and ePortfolios, Association of
American Colleges and Universities Annual
Meeting, Atlanta, GA.

Cambridge, D., Cambridge, B., & Yancey, K.B. (2009).
Electronic portfolios 2.0: Emergent research on
implementation and impact. Washington, DC: Stylus.

Cambridge, D., Cambridge, B., & Yancey, K. B. (n.d.).
Inter/National Coalition for Electronic Portfolio
Research. Retrieved from http://incepr.org/

Eynon, B., & Gambino, L. M. (2017). High-impact
ePortfolio practice: A catalyst for student, faculty,
and institutional learning. Washington, DC: Stylus.

Eynon, B., & Gambino, L. M. (Eds.). (2018). Catalyst
in action: Case studies of high-impact ePortfolio
practice. Washington, DC: Stylus.

Ittelson, J. C. (2001). Building an e-dentity for each
student. Educause Quarterly, 4,43-45.

Ittelson, J. C. (2019, January). Documenting learning:
A perspective. Closing plenary presented at the
10th Annual Forum on Digital Learning and
ePortfolios, Association of American Colleges and
Universities Annual Meeting, Atlanta, GA.

Jafari, A., & Kaufman, C. (2006). Handbook of
research on ePortfolios. Hershey, PA: Idea Group
Reference.

Jones, J. M. (2018, October 9). Confidence in higher
education down since 2015 [Blog post]. Retrieved from
https://news.gallup.com/opinion/gallup/242441/confide
nce-higher-education-down-2015.aspx

AAC&U’s ePortfolio Forum 63

Marshall, M. J. (Chair), Barco-Medina, G., Devore, E.
A., Thomas, B., & Warr, B. (Presenters). (2019,
January). Students’ perspectives on ePorfolios and
learning: A student panel discussion. Panel
discussion presented at the 10th Annual Forum on
Digital Learning and ePortfolios, Association of
American Colleges and Universities Annual
Meeting, Atlanta, GA.

Shulman, L. S. (2005). Signature pedagogies in the
professions. Daedalus, 134(3), 52-29.
doi:10.1162/0011526054622015

Warner, J. (2018). Why they can’t write: Killing the 5-
paragraph essay and other necessities. Baltimore,
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Watson. C. E. (2019, January). Developing and
implementing an ePortfolio scholarly research
agenda: An ePortfolio forum workshop. Workshop
presented at the 10th Annual Forum on Digital
Learning and ePortfolios, Association of American
Colleges and Universities Annual Meeting,
Atlanta, GA.

Watson, C. E., Kuh, G. D., Rhodes, T., Penny Light, T.,
& Chen, H. L. (2016). ePortfolios: The eleventh
high impact practice. International Journal of
ePortfolio,  6(2), 65-69. Retrieved from
http://www.theijep.com/pdf/IJEP254.pdf

Yancey, K. B. (2009). Electronic portfolios a
decade into the twenty-first century: What we
know, what we need to know. Peer Review,
11(1). Retrieved from
https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/pe
erreview/Peer_Review_Winter 2009.pdf

Yancey, K. B. (2019). ePortfolio as curriculum:
Diverse models and practices. Washington, DC:
Stylus.

J. ELIZABETH CLARK is Professor of English at
LaGuardia Community College, City University of
New York where she teaches composition, literature,
children’s literature, and creative writing. Part of the
original research team at LaGuardia, she is particularly
interested in the use of ePortfolios in teaching writing
and in college-wide integrative learning.








