Electronic Portfolios in the K-12 Classroom 

The electronic portfolio, already a well-established tool in higher education, is beginning to appear in K-12 classrooms as well. Learn what electronic portfolios are and discover how they can help you and benefit your students. Included: Guidelines for developing personal portfolios. 

The use of personal portfolios for assessment and presentation long has been a component of higher education. In fact, personal portfolios are a graduation requirement at many colleges and universities. Now, electronic portfolios have begun to enter the world of K-12 education as well. 

WHAT IS A PORTFOLIO?
"A portfolio is a purposeful collection of student work demonstrating the student's achievement or growth as characterized by a strong vision of content," according to Todd Bergman , an independent consultant and a teacher at Mt. Edgecumbe High School in Sitka, Alaska. 

Helen Barrett, an assistant professor and educational technology coordinator for the School of Education at the University of Alaska, Anchorage, provides another definition, one developed by the Northwest Evaluation Association:

A portfolio is a purposeful collection of student work that exhibits the student's efforts, progress, and achievements in one or more areas. The collection must include student participation in selecting content, the criteria for selection, the criteria for judging merit, and evidence of student self-reflection. 

"Portfolios can serve multiple purposes," Barrett told Education World. "They can support learning, play an assessment role, or support employment. The purpose dictates the structure and contents of a portfolio."

The three most common types of portfolios are: 

· the working portfolio, which contains projects the student is currently working on or has recently completed. 

· the display portfolio, which showcases samples of the student's best work. 

· the assessment portfolio, which presents work demonstrating that the student has met specific learning goals and requirements. 

THE PROCESS OF PORTFOLIO DEVELOPMENT
Most portfolios programs begin with the working portfolio. Over time, a student selects items from the working portfolio and uses them to create a display portfolio. Finally, the student develops an assessment portfolio, containing examples of his or her best work, as well as an explanation of why each work is significant. The explanation, or reflection, discusses how the particular work illustrates mastery of specific curriculum requirements or learning goals. 

Barrett identified five steps inherent in the development of effective electronic portfolios: 

1. Selection: the development of criteria for choosing items to include in the portfolio based on established learning objectives. 

2. Collection: the gathering of items based on the portfolio's purpose, audience, and future use. 

3. Reflection: statements about the significance of each item and of the collection as a whole. 

4. Direction: a review of the reflections that looks ahead and sets future goals. 

5. Connection: the creation of hypertext links and publication, providing the opportunity for feedback. 

WHY ELECTRONIC PORTFOLIOS?
"The power of a digital portfolio," Barrett said, "is that it allows different access to different artifacts. The user can modify the contents of the digital portfolio to meet specific goals. As a student progresses from a working portfolio to a display or assessment portfolio, he or she can emphasize different portions of the content by creating pertinent hyperlinks. 

"For example," Barrett notes, "a student can link a piece of work to a statement describing a particular curriculum standard and to an explanation of why the piece of work meets that standard. That reflection on the work turns the item into evidence that the standard has been met."

The ability to use hyperlinks to connect sections of portfolio content is one advantage of using electronic portfolios instead of paper portfolios. "A paper portfolio is static," Barrett points out. "In addition, a paper portfolio usually represents the only copy of portfolio content. When the portfolio is in digital format, students can easily duplicate and transport it."

WHAT AGE GROUP?
"I've helped teachers develop electronic portfolios for students of all ages --from primary students through adults," Todd Bergman told Education World. "Students in about fourth or fifth grade -- sometimes younger -- are capable of using Web-based publishing tools to build digital portfolios." 

Helen Barrett agreed, saying, "Electronic portfolios work best with students who have the technological capabilities to develop and maintain their own portfolios."

Electronic portfolios are more popular in higher education than in K-12, Barrett added, because they require access to technology in classrooms. For electronic portfolios to become more commonplace at the K-12 level, schools need more computers in individual classrooms.

TOOLS FOR PERSONAL GROWTH
"Developing personal portfolios incorporates many different technology tools," Bergman told Education World. "But it is also a process of self-reflection and personal growth. The process is very personal -- a story of self that involves a great deal of self-reflection and thought. 

"Kids really take ownership and pride in the portfolio process," Bergman added, "developing particular aspects of their portfolios based on what is important to them, their unique knowledge, and their unique skills. Demonstrations or displays in the portfolio include an explanation of the context of the material, where the demonstration was done, why it was done (its purpose), and what learning or capacities are demonstrated through its inclusion. Some students demonstrate a capacity for written expression, for example, while others highlight mathematical ability. Some illustrate leadership qualities, while others showcase musical talent."

NOT A DIGITAL SCRAPBOOK
"Many people emphasize the electronic side of electronic portfolios," Barrett said. "I tend to emphasize the portfolio side. People often approach electronic portfolios as a multimedia or Web development project and lose sight of the portfolio component. Reflection, however, plays a critical role in the development of a portfolio. An electronic portfolio is not a digital scrapbook." 

Bergman sees electronic portfolios as a natural extension of the technology that today's K-12 students are growing up with. "This is an exciting time for digital technologies and digital tools and today's kids are tuned into this environment," he told Education World. "Digital portfolios are a natural fit."

ADDITIONAL ONLINE RESOURCES ABOUT ELECTRONIC PORTFOLIOS
· Electronic Portfolio Resources
This site, created by a professor of education at the University of Vermont, provides links to resources about online portfolios for K-12 students, online portfolios in higher education, selection of portfolio software, and online articles about electronic portfolios. Sample electronic portfolios are included. 

· Electronic Portfolios
This summary of what an electronic portfolio is and how to create one includes listings of relevant print and online resources. 

· Electronic Portfolios
This page from Tammy's Technology Tips for Teachers explains what electronic portfolios are and how to create them. The site also includes sample portfolios. 

· The Power of Portfolios
Scholastic Online offers this excerpt from an article that appeared in the February 1999 issue of Early Childhood Today. The article explains the benefits of student portfolios in early childhood education. 

· Using Electronic Portfolios: A Description and Analysis for Implementation in SIGNET Classes at Woodbridge Middle School, Virginia
This paper describes the portfolio system in general, the differences between paper and electronic portfolios, and the implementation of electronic portfolios. The page includes a discussion of hardware and software, an extensive list of references, and a rubric. 

· Create Your Own Electronic Portfolio Using Off-the-Shelf Software to Showcase Your Own or Student Work
Helen Barrett defines what an electronic portfolio is and discusses different software and hardware tools. 

· HCoB Electronic Portfolio
This site describes the electronic portfolio program at Haworth College of Business, Western Michigan University, which requires students majoring in business to develop electronic portfolios. 

