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Our primary research question was: What kinds of data and environmental 
characteristics encourage institutional adoption of ePortfolio? 
 
Major findings: Because institutional decision makers provide or withhold their support 
of innovations on their campuses for a variety of reasons, providing a broad spectrum of 
findings and rationales that anticipate this decision making continuum increases the 
likelihood of campuses endorsing change. The following kinds of evidence, gathered 
using both quantitative and qualitative inquiry procedures, are needed to gain support for 
ePortfolio adoption: (1) that the use of ePortfolio correlates positively with student 
learning, (2) that the use of ePortfolio can align with other campus-wide objectives and 
needs, (3) that technical/use issues can be overcome and that problems can be addressed 
by technical support services and/or a broader community of experienced users. 
 
Evidentiary category 1- Does the use of ePortfolio correlate positively with student 
learning?  
Specific research question for which data were collected: Are high school students better 
prepared for college writing if they receive feedback and assessment from high school 
and college faculty (i.e., both sides of the transition boundary)? 
 
Study Abstract: In a program supporting the process of college preparation, high school 
seniors from suburban and urban schools completed writing assignments and submitted 
them within ePortfolios for evaluation by high school faculty members and by University 
First Year writing instructors. Based on comments from both sets of reviewers, students 
revised their work and submitted the final essay in their ePortfolio for evaluation. On 
each of six dimensions of writing competency, as well as on a holistic evaluation of their 
writing, students showed improvement. Therefore, H1 (below) was supported. 

The project also sought to determine whether differences exist between high 
school and college writing teachers’ methods of providing student feedback and what 
effect these differences have on students’ assumptions about the kinds of writing 
expected in and valued by college writing programs. If differences do exist, do some 
faculty response methods facilitate more substantive revision among student writers? No 
definitive conclusions could be reached on these secondary explorations (H2-H5), but 
several heuristics are presented below.  

 
H1: Students who receive feedback from both high school and college instructors will 
improve their writing as assessed on a rubric correlated with successful college writing. 
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Faculty assessed the draft and final essays submitted by students on a five point 

Likert scale using a rubric adapted from the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory 

and also contributed comments on both essays.   The rubric, selected by college and high 

school teachers attending a statewide workshop for English teachers, is a well-known and 

validated assessment tool.  It addresses both local (e.g., conventions) and global (e.g., 

ideas and content) elements of writing.  Comparison of the faculty assessments on the 

two versions of the essay supported hypothesis H1. On each of the six subscales- ideas 

and content, organization, voice, word choice, fluency, and use of conventions, as well as 

a holistic evaluation of the student work, faculty assessments documented improvements 

in the student writing (see Table 1).  

Variable Difference t-value p-value 

Ideas and Content .51 5.93 < .001 

Organization .56 6.82 <.001 

Voice .24 3.28 < .002 

Word Choice .12 3.12 < .001 

Fluency .38 4.11 < .001 

Conventions .27 3.07 < .004 

Overall Evaluation .20 4.26 < .001 

Table 1: Change in college and high school instructor assessment of 
student (n=41) writing. Pre-post difference scored on a 5-point scale. 
Inter-rater reliability within institutions >.6 to .8 on all scales. Inter-rater 
reliability of evaluation across institutions <.6 on Voice and Fluency.  

Corroborating the faculty assessment, students self-reported benefits of using 

ePortfolios.  In responses to surveys, students indicated they developed skills in defining, 

managing, and assessing their own learning artifacts; tracing their own development and 

growth across disciplinary and educational boundaries; drawing connections across and 

among those disciplines; and taking responsibility for and authority over their own learning 

and writing.   
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The following research questions (H2-H5) focus on feedback provided to students 
on portfolio assignments: 
 
H2:  Methods of responding to student writing differ between high school language arts 

teachers and college composition teachers. 
 

High school and college writing teachers do not so much look for or respond to 

different elements of writing as much as they emphasize different elements. High school 

teachers’ responses were informed by what Hjortshoj (2001) describes as following 

“some basic principles.”  For example, ‘All good writing should have a thesis, clearly 

stated in the introduction.  Following paragraphs should each present a point that supports 

this thesis, and the essay should end with a logical conclusion.  Writing throughout the 

essay should be clear, concise, and correct.’  In contrast, the college teachers’ responses 

were informed by an understanding of “good writing as having features [that] . . . vary 

from one situation to another.  These variations depend, for example, on the subject of the 

writing, its purpose, and the reader’s expectations.  The form of writing used in a field of 

study often structures those expectations.  As a consequence, the features of good writing 

in a literature course will differ greatly from the features of good writing in business or 

astronomy, and what seems clear to one audience might not be clear to another” 

(Hjortshoj, 2001). 

H3:  Difference response patterns (if differences exist) have adverse effects on the quality 
of student writing and revision. 

 
Despite difference between high school and college teachers’ responses (with college 

instructors emphasizing global features with a more rhetorical focus), no consistent effect on 

the quality of writing was found.  Additional study and refinement of the method of 

soliciting, gathering, and analyzing data is necessary to investigate this hypothesis.     

H4: Students receiving responses from multiple readers from both high school and 
college faculty will make more informed (and therefore better) decisions about 
revision.  

  
Students indicated that they appreciated the multiple responses to their texts. 

Students revised their essays successfully, making significant progress in the quality of the 

writing.  That high school and college teachers responded differently did not negatively 

impact the students’ revisions, as H3 proposed.  In fact, that students had the benefit of two 
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kinds of readers—one who focused on local and a second who focused on global issues—

may have contributed to the improved quality of their writing. 

H5:  Some styles of faculty responses yield more substantive revisions from students.   

Students were divided on their assessments of the eReaders’ responses.  Data are 

limited with respect to this question, making it impossible to articulate claims about 

responding styles and their effects on student revising practices. 

 
Evidentiary categories 2 and 3: Can the use of ePortfolio serve broader institutional 
needs and can technical issues be resolved by users, technical support staff, or a broader 
user community? 
 
 Led by eTech Ohio and The Ohio Learning Network, the state of Ohio is deploying 

a hosted eLearning environment in Autumn of 2007. Early experiences and feedback 

from 61 schools engaged in a 2006 pilot project encouraged OLN and eTech Ohio to 

select Sakai/OSP as the software to take to production. Statewide open standards/open 

source projects in Arizona (https://www.ideal.azed.gov/node) and California 

(http://www.calstate.edu/ats/digital_marketplace/) are pursuing similar visions because 

systems built to open standards and those with open source software licensing provisions 

are particularly helpful in encouraging sharing and growth.  

 Ohio educators formed The Collective Action Project to help establish this shared 

eLearning infrastructure with (in addition to other things) the capacity to capture 

evidence of successful student learning in ePortfolio. A common need to respond to 

Margaret Spelling’s accountability mandate encourages multiple institutions to adopt an 

ePortfolio system that demonstrates student success. A properly configured ePortfolio 

system provides the toolset to create multiple, individualized contexts in which to display 

student learning outcomes utilizing a common infrastructure. This capacity for “mass 

customization” (Dolence & Norris, 1995) provides an important economic justification 

for sharing resources needed to build and operate an ePortfolio system. Examples of this 

“mass customization” can be found at the Ohio Student Success Gateway 

(http://regents.ohio.gov/StudentSuccess/) where 12 of the 24 plans currently under 

development use a template created within Open Source Portfolio software. The 

following observations on approaches to facilitating change are based on our (ongoing) 
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experiences in the Collective Action Project:  

 

Change is a “pull” phenomenon- a dream to reach toward is necessary for 
individuals to work toward change. An affordable and shared multi-institution 
eLearning infrastructure that benefits individual student learning can be 
championed as such an aspirational dream. 
 
Gather pilot data in “fractal environments,” small, controllable research settings 
that share characteristics with the broader environment (campus-wide or multi-
campus) that ultimately will use ePortfolio. Outcomes then generalize to the wider 
system and lessons learned transfer more easily.  
 
Organizational adoption differs from individual adoption. Organizations adopt 
when the different needs of the individuals who make up the organizations are 
met. Innovation instigators often work in an organizational context called the 
chaord (a structure somewhere between chaos and order characterized by high 
levels of experimentation [e.g. Faculty development organizations); innovation 
sustainers work at the nexus of order and control (often the IT support group 
concerned with issues such as security and reliability). The needs of individuals 
working in both organizational settings must be met for the innovation to be 
piloted and then sustained past introduction. 
 
The “Russian Doll strategy” of innovation is well served by open standards/open 
source software and propagates change through nested, expandable environments. 
A common technical infrastructure allows ePortfolio use to expand organically as 
more classes, departments, or institutions become ready to adopt. If students have 
to move between incompatible technical platforms (i.e., different schools that 
adopt different proprietary ePortfolio systems, a College of Education that uses a 
different ePortfolio system than a College of Math and Physical Sciences), 
institutional value and student use are both diminished. 
 
The commercial sector has demonstrated efficiencies of scale and scope in finding 
ways to share IT infrastructure. Use the call for institutional accountability 
(Spellings report) as the rationale for individual institutions of higher education to 
follow the commercial sector in adopting a shared ePortfolio infrastructure. 
 
Change organizations function by promoting the relative advantages of change, 
providing environments for low-risk experimentation, publicizing their efforts 
often to increase observability, promoting campus-compatible efforts, and 
reducing complexity by providing training and documentation. Everett Rogers 
discusses these five characteristics of successful innovation in his Diffusion of 
Innovations writings. 

 
Don’t be overwhelmed, and find solace from likeminded change agents when 
faced with setbacks. Cooperrider (2000) provides this sustaining vision for those 
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working on ePortfolio or other educational innovations. 
 

 “[The change] process—constantly poised on the edge of chaos-- is not for the 
weak-hearted. It is exhilarating, messy, relationally uplifting, wonderful and terrifying. It 
is clear to me that no chaordic organization, perhaps by definition, can be pre-fashioned 
outside of an unpredictable immersion in co-evolutionary forms of some of the most 
intense dialogue and listening imaginable. Talk about trust. Everyone changes. And you 
see people become better human beings. I wish everyone alive could experience the thrill 
of it all.” 
 
Evidentiary categories 2 and 3 (general): Can the use of ePortfolio serve broader 
institutional needs and can technical issues be resolved by users, technical support staff, 
or a broader user community? 
Specific: Can ePortfolios support faculty engaged in the scholarship of teaching?  
 

Working as a Learning Community, six Ohio State University faculty members 

from different colleges and disciplines constructed a rubric to describe a generalized 

process for developing, delivering, and reflecting on the successes and failures of the 

courses they teach. The main categories of the rubric- vision, design, interaction, 

outcomes, and analysis- became components of an ePortfolio system that held artifacts 

(e.g., syllabi, assignments, student work) and attached comments and reflections from 

these faculty on these “digital assets.” These categories were extracted from work begun 

at the Carnegie Academy for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (CASTL) and 

served to encourage a cycle of action and reflection that led to refinement of the course 

offerings in subsequent quarters.  

The faculty participants gained much from sharing their individual teaching 

practices with colleagues from different disciplines. By systematically reflecting on their 

syllabi, assignments, student work, personal reflections and proposed future changes in a 

group setting, each faculty member felt that their teaching practices were improved and 

that their repertoire of teaching and learning techniques increased. Displayed in the 

graphic below, the Course Portfolio Structure and the rubric for evaluation were 

important outcomes of this grounded research process. The major obstacles faced by this 

learning community were created by immature software that was not easily used or 

customized to the needs of different portfolio creators. 

 



OSU NCER Final Report 7/16/07 page 7 of 9 

 
 
Reference: Tomasko, D., Kalish, A., Acker, S., Forbush, J., Masty, J., and Rudmann, S (June 2006). 
Electronic Course Portfolios for Peer-Evaluation of Teaching. American Society for Engineering 
Education, June 2006. Chicago, IL. 
 
Categories 2 and 3 (general): Can the use of ePortfolio serve broader institutional 
needs and can technical issues be resolved by users, technical support staff, or a broader 
user community? 
Specific: What factors correlate with faculty and student acceptance of ePortfolios? 
 

Four Central Ohio Technical College faculty volunteers (Kim Goudy, Kathleen 

Kinney, Lisa Varrasso, and Amiee Wagner) integrated the use of e-portfolios into 

selected classes during Spring Quarter 2007.  Faculty and their students were asked to 

assess their experiences by answering the following questions:    

• Was the e-portfolio template easy to use? 
• Would you want to use the e-portfolio again? 
• Would you recommend the use of the e-portfolios to another instructor/student? 
• To faculty – Would you be willing to train other faculty in your 

program/department in the use of the e-portfolio? 
 
Was the e-portfolio template easy to use? 

All students and faculty volunteers felt the template was fairly easy to use (after 

all received some training).  However, there were several common complaints:  (1) 

Several thought is was tedious to download the necessary picture files and word 



OSU NCER Final Report 7/16/07 page 8 of 9 

documents into the Resources before being able to upload them into the e-portfolio 

template; (2) Many were annoyed that if a mistake was made when filling out a form, the 

information on the form was cleared out and had to be restarted from scratch; and (3) The 

digital media design students felt constrained by the use of a template that they did not 

design for themselves. 

Amiee Wagner and Lisa Varrasso specifically chose to use the e-portfolio for 

course sections taught at an extended campus.  In general, the students at the extended 

campuses do not engage with technology as readily as students on the main campus.  

Both Amiee and Lisa found their students hesitant, almost scared, to participate in the 

pilot project.  However, these students found the project to be the most rewarding in the 

end.  Many boasted about their newly discovered skills:  (1) Transferring pictures from 

their digital camera to their computer; (2) Saving a document to a flash drive; and (3) 

Using the Browse function to save a file into their Resources.  In this digital age, we 

sometimes forget that there are students and faculty that have never performed tasks that 

most consider to be mundane.   

 

Would you want to use the e-portfolio again?   

The answer to this was a resounding “YES!”  Most students wanted to continue to 

have access to their portfolio to share with their family, friends, and/or future employers.   

The digital media design students found the reflection questions used in their 

template a refreshing change to the portfolio questions typically addressed.  The 

questions shifted from the “How did you create this design?” with all of the design 

specifications to questions along the line of “Why did you create this design?” and “How 

did this design address a specific problem?” 

 

Would you recommend the use of e-portfolios to another instructor/student? 

Again, the answer to this question was a resounding “YES!”  Both faculty and 

students were impressed with the potential of e-portfolios.  In fact, Lisa Varrasso has 

shared her students’ portfolios with the other Communications faculty, many of which 

are ready to jump on board with this project in their own classes.   

 



OSU NCER Final Report 7/16/07 page 9 of 9 

Would (faculty volunteers) be willing to train other faculty in your program/department 

in the use of the e-portfolio? 

All faculty that participated in this pilot project would be happy to train others.  

The “train-the-trainers” concept embraced by OLN has proven to be quite effective at 

COTC. 

Overall, the pilot project proved to be a positive experience for both students and 

faculty.  COTC Faculty and the Leadership Team will determine the direction this project 

will take in the near future. 
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