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Background 

Clemson University implemented the ePortfolio Program in 2006 as a way to assess its newly 
revised general education program.  Students were required to collect assignments from their 
general education courses and link them to the appropriate competencies.  Central to the success 
of this program were the support and engagement of our faculty, particularly those teaching 
general education courses.  However, in 2009 when the Director of the ePortfolio Program (Gail 
Ring, a researcher on this project) identified areas in need of improvement, two of the four 
critical issues she found were: 

1. Increased integration into the general education curriculum. 
2. Increased faculty support/buy-in. 

This project began in response to these two areas.  

Higher-education faculty are under increasing obligations related to teaching, research and 
service and, in addition, are often expected to participate in programmatic assessment of student 
learning. Consequently, we believed that understanding how to support faculty as their 
responsibilities change would be of interest to both the ePortfolio and higher education 
communities.  Moreover, we know from the work of Hutchings (2010) that much of what has 
been done in the name of programmatic assessment has failed to engage large numbers of faculty 
in significant ways (Hutchings, 2010).  

In this cohort we built on the faculty development structure currently in place at Clemson to 
support general education assessment and propose a framework that is a more inclusive, systems 
approach that can be extended throughout the University.  The specific purpose of our research 
was to identify the characteristics of engaged faculty and the activities that contribute to increasing 
faculty engagement in general and with general education assessment and ePortfolios in particular.  It 
is through this inquiry that we have developed an action plan that includes a system of best practices 
that can potentially lead to increased faculty engagement. 

Research Questions 

1. What factors in the environment lead to increased faculty engagement, specifically related to 
programmatic assessment such as ePortfolios? 

2. What are the characteristics of engaged faculty? 
3. What activities contribute to increased faculty engagement? 

 
Main Findings 



One of the most important contributions of this project is the reconceptualization of faculty 
development we propose here based on Hall’s (1977) Stages of Concern:  

0. Awareness  - Limited knowledge of the initiative. 
1. Informational – Desire to learn more. 
2. Personal – Concerned about how it will affect me. 
3. Management  - Concerned about the time involved.  
4. Consequence – Impact of the innovation on the learners. 
5. Collaboration – Learning from and working with colleagues. 
6. Refocusing – Extending the initiative to implement new approaches. 

We extended this model by developing goals and strategies to address these concerns of faculty, 
(Table 1) leading to a best system approach that contributes to a deeper understanding of faculty 
concerns related to programmatic assessment and the ePortfolio Program, the innovation studied 
in this research. 



Table 1. Stages of Concern and Strategies

 

 



As seen in Figure 1 below, the resulting best systems model is based on a double helix to 
represent the multiple opportunities for engagement that the application of these strategies and 
goals suggest.  

 

Figure 1. Best System for Increased Faculty Engagement 



 

In this model faculty progress through a purposefully planned system of professional 
development (PD) experiences with space in-between to apply, critically reflect on the 
experience and the application of new ideas, and further refine their work prior to the next 
planned PD experience.  

As we applied the strategies developed to support faculty, we observed that in addition to 
shifting their focus from concerns about the initiative, they began to take ownership of it and 
helped inform and educate their colleagues. We observed this progression appears to be more of 
a pathway to professional growth (Figure 2) than simply Hall’s categories.   

 

 

Figure 2. Flow of Concerns 
 
What began as an invitation to participate in the weeklong Summer Institute designed to help 
individual faculty better understand the purpose and benefits of the ePortfolio Program 
transformed into a collaborative where participants led ePortfolio discussions both in the Institute 



and outside of the it in their departments and colleges. We believe that as their concerns further 
shifted from self to impact, faculty began to realize the many benefits of ePortfolios for student 
learning beyond assessment. 

As a result of this continuous and systematic approach to faculty development taking into 
account participant concerns, we have noticed a shift from self: “I didn’t know much about 
ePortfolio or programmatic assessment prior to the Institute” to “I get the importance of 
ePortfolio as an assessment tool, but I worry that it will take too much time away from teaching” 
(Task concerns) to “I realize the effect that this innovation (ePortfolio) can have on student 
learning (impact).”  

Processes of Inquiry 

Our process of creating and developing this system began with our team of researchers 
developing a mixed methods research study to better understand how to engage faculty in 
university-wide assessment practices.  

Participants in our study were members of the Summer Assessment Institute and in this capacity 
were compensated for their time. Faculty were personally invited to participate and further 
encouraged by their Department Chairperson or College Dean. The demographics of the 24 
faculty members from across the University who participated in the week-long 2013 and 2014 
ePortfolio Summer Assessment Institutes can be seen in Figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3. Faculty Demographics for Summer Institute Years 2013 and 2014 

Most of the participants were either tenured faculty or lecturers, with 12 of the 24 participants 
teaching general education courses. While at our University lecturers teach most of these 
courses, the tenured/tenure-track faculty participants by and large engage in leadership activities 
such as serving on the University or College curriculum or assessment committees. These 
campus leaders are essential for both the dissemination of information and the adoption of new 
and the modification of existing initiatives.  
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The data collection methods used in this study included faculty interviews, exploratory and 
feedback surveys, recorded teaching presentations, observations of participants in the Institute, 
and researcher notes. All participants were interviewed by the Director of the ePortfolio Program 
and completed anonymous surveys prior to the Institute. Participants were observed, interviewed, 
and asked to complete multiple surveys during and at the end of the Institute. In addition, some 
participants gave presentations on their teaching practices that were recorded and analyzed for 
evidence of their teaching styles.  
 
As we conducted the Summer Assessment Institutes we observed that the participants seemed to 
reflect Hall’s concerns. Because our potential participants were at stage 0, we found emailing 
faculty inviting them to haphazard PD sessions was not sufficient to help them shift their 
concerns from self to task and ultimately to impact. Had we not visited their offices and 
personally invited them to participate, articulating both the contributions they could make to the 
Institute (and the ePortfolio Program) as well as how participation could be beneficial to them, 
we would not have been successful in our recruitment efforts. We found that faculty needed both 
a reason and an invitation to participate. Because we identified potential participants based on 
their connections to general education, membership on the University Curriculum Committee, or 
College Assessment Committees, we could make a strong case for participation. Most of those 
invited accepted our invitations because they wanted to learn more about ePortfolio, general 
education and/or general education assessment.  

Once they agreed to participate we met with each participant for an individual consultation to 
give him/her an opportunity to share both his/her concerns and goals for the institute. At this 
point most participants were at the informational/personal stage and their concerns were focused 
on self: “How will this affect me?” Conversations often included the words burden, time, and 
energy. Moreover, we found that in the Assessment Institute participants with self-level concerns 
(usually first-year participants) didn’t contribute to the conversations as actively as second year 
participants whose concerns were focused more at the management or task-level. An example 
was a first-time participant who in her exit interview admitted to feeling out of her depth and 
somewhat hesitant to contribute to the discussion until her second year of participation. 
Interestingly, she didn’t actually become aware of these feelings until her second year in the 
institute when she felt that the year of practice and reflection provided her deeper understanding 
and empowered her to contribute. It is for this reason that we encourage participants to 
participate for two to three consecutive years and partner these experienced assessors with 
novice assessors.  

In addition, during these initial meetings we also had our participants complete surveys designed 
to self-identify the type of learner they were. Based on the participant responses to surveys, most 
described themselves as learner/learning centered teachers who encourage students to engage in 
reflection, discovery, and problem solving to stimulate engagement. This characterization, for 
the most part, was supported by the 12 teaching presentations of participants in the 2014 
Assessment Institute. For example, in these presentations faculty used terms such as “we did” or 



“we explored” suggesting that their classroom environment was a collaborative space where the 
teacher acted as facilitator and co-learner. Other evidence of learning-centered practice included 
dispositions toward seeking out information and openness to trying new innovations in the form 
of pedagogies or assessments.  

Realizing that most participants were at stage 1 or stage 2, the first day of the Institute they were 
asked to explain why they were participating and to tell the group one thing they “knew” about 
the ePortfolio Program as they introduced themselves. This activity gave participants an 
opportunity to get to know one another, reiterate their goals (and concerns) and gave the Institute 
facilitator the opportunity to dispel misconceptions commonly found at these stages. Through the 
week-long Institute participants worked in small groups and large groups and the relaxed nature 
of the event, as well as the snack table, contributed to rich discussions and relationships that in 
some cases extended beyond the Institute. Through extensive scaffolding, at the end of the 
Institute participants had more information related to the program as well as increased 
confidence enabling them to share this knowledge with colleagues. Borrowing from the literature 
on action research, we encouraged them to develop an action plan, work towards enacting this 
plan in the upcoming academic year, reflecting on the results and revising their goals when 
necessary. 

The academic year between the Assessment Institutes is critical and provided participants time to 
reflect both on what they learned and how to shift their practice to apply this knowledge. It is this 
in-between time where assignments and/or curricula are tweaked and tested. However, in the 
first year we observed limited tweaking which is why we urge faculty to attend back-to-back 
Summer Institutes. After the 2nd Assessment Institute, concerns start to shift to stage 3, the 
management level with concerns related to the task at hand: “The biggest challenge, I assume, 
will be to keep the extra work load to something manageable.” Participants at this stage also 
mentioned tweaking or adding components to assignments to better fit the competency or 
eliminating some assignments altogether. This is the point, the consequence level, stage 4, where 
we encourage the more experienced participants to share their experiences related to tweaking 
assignments, revising student learning outcomes and rubrics with newcomers. Finally, faculty 
begin to take ownership of the program and act as ePortfolio or assessment ambassadors which 
exemplifies stage 5, the collaboration level. Once hesitant to speak up, members of this group, as 
long as they feel empowered by their departments, begin to discuss the results of the Assessment 
Institute and volunteer to collaborate with colleagues to rethink and refine the assignments in 
their courses. A very important consideration related to faculty concerns is extent to which the 
administration supports and is explicit in their support of the initiative. This administrative 
support, we found, is critical as non-tenured faculty and lecturers, those who most frequently 
teach general education courses, are sometimes hesitant to speak up for something that is not 
overtly supported. As noted by one participant: 



 If this were accepted higher up, then I would be happy to show other faculty 
what I do in my class for assessment and help them. However, without that 
support I do not want to stand up at a faculty meeting or some other venue and 
defend the process. 

 

The Value of This Research for ePortfolio Practice at Clemson 

For many institutions there is a hesitation and in many cases a resistance to implementing 
ePortfolios because of the “burden” associated with them. Our research sheds light on the 
perception of faculty that this is a burden not worth the time and effort. According to Hall (1977) 
CBAM was created to help institutions understand and address the highly complex process of 
adopting an innovation (i.e. ePortfolios, evidence-based programmatic assessment), reminding us 
to focus on the user. Our system of approaches includes group workshop training opportunities 
through our Summer Assessment, mentoring, and consultations allowing for the pre-engagement 
/engagement /re-engagement needed to help them alleviate their concerns.  We believe that as 
their concerns shift from self to impact, faculty will begin to realize the many benefits of 
ePortfolios for student learning beyond assessment. 

The Value of Participation in the Coalition for Our Research and Practice  

Perhaps the greatest values gained from participating in the coalition were the critical friends 
sessions and other discussions and sharing sessions provided by our fellow collaborators. As we 
mentioned, we decided on this topic because we believed that the lack of faculty engagement 
would be the demise of our program. Yet, we knew from experience that once faculty learned 
about the ePortfolio, its purpose and potential benefits and were supported in how to develop 
effective integration strategies, they then became supporters of the program. As we discussed our 
work with members of the coalition, they frequently described similar struggles they were having 
on their campuses, which has helped us refine and advance our research. We also found the 
regularly scheduled meetings with deliverables and strict due dates helpful. 

Plans for Dissemination and/or Application of Findings 

To date, we have used the results of our research to further refine our faculty development 
efforts. We have included consultations with participants after the Assessment Institute to make 
sure that efforts remain on track. In addition, we have discussed our system of faculty support 
with other engagement groups on campus with the idea of expanding our efforts to include the 
QEP faculty and the newly formed general education assessment pilot group. We have also 
presented our system at two conferences: the first was the AAEEBL Regional Conference at the 
University of Georgia and the second was the International Academic Integrity Conference. The 
feedback from both was positive though interestingly participants from the ICAI conference 
requested that we collaborate with them on the use of this system with faculty regarding matters 



related to academic integrity.  We have also submitted a proposal to the POD conference for fall 
2015.  

Furthermore, we have a research paper of our initial findings in preparation. We have analyzed 
the data and hope to submit this paper by the end of March after the cohort meeting so that we 
can apply the feedback we receive to this paper.  

Next Questions Emerging From Your Inquiry 

Although faculty engagement with the ePortfolio Program was the original topic of this research, 
it became more about faculty engagement with Programmatic Assessment. We found that the 
Clemson Assessment Plan was so far removed from a true ePortfolio that we needed this 
preliminary research. We hope to continue our best system approach to see if as faculty concerns 
are addressed, they become more interested in exploring the many benefits of ePortfolios for 
student learning to enhance our assessment practices. 

In the future we would like to expand this line of inquiry for all faculty – we would like to learn 
what the overall concerns of faculty are and apply research from sense-making and uncertainty 
reduction theory to future workshops.  
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