Personalized Learning Structure Committee

Minutes of April 5, 2000 meeting

Present: Abbott, Deadman, Evans, Heinen, Kaufman, Lyon, Martin, Smith

Judy Martin talked about the role of portfolios in the Social Work program.

There followed a discussion of requirements, motivations, and purposes of portfolios and, to a lesser extent, personalized learning plans. Out of this discussion a number of issues began to take shape, if not resolution.

There seemed to be little enthusiasm to propose guidelines for a portfolio requirement that would reject current use of portfolios in the several academic programs where portfolios are now playing a useful role. Indeed, the spirit of the Learning Experience seems to be to find such uses and encourage them. One problem is that portfolios are not now structured as program requirements (separate from course requirements), even in the programs that are currently finding portfolios particularly useful. They are frequently part of individual courses, sometimes at the introductory level and sometimes at a capstone level. Sometimes sequences of courses are structured to generate material for a portfolio. Sometimes a program specifies the content of a portfolio, e.g. the need to address certain competencies or learning outcomes, and faculty review and give advice on the portfolio. Sometimes the expectations of some external audience, e.g. a potential employer, provide a strong motivation for students to keep portfolios, but we have not yet found anywhere in current practice that a successful review of a finished product is a degree requirement for a program. One lesson seems to be that one can get a good deal of value from a portfolio short of making it a graduation requirement.

Respecting the autonomy of individual programs might suggest a process analogous to the way programs handle assessment. It’s a program responsibility, but it’s up to the programs how they implement it. Presumably it might be necessary to specify some minimum level of acceptability and it would be helpful to provide some models. A problem with this approach is if the portfolio is designed by a program for its own priorities, then how do we get a portfolio to reflect a student's whole education including minor(s), general education, electives, and extra-curricular activities.

Among the audiences for a portfolio besides a graduate school, a potential employer, and a faculty assessing its program, there are of course the students. A possible portfolio, coupled with a learning plan, that functions to guide student reflection and self analysis might be a personal tool and not something necessarily reviewed/ judged by anyone other than the student. One problem with this approach is how do we know that faculty advisors and others are providing students with whatever tools they may need to guide and enrich their reflection and self analysis.

A summary of these emerging issues:


Are we looking for guidelines for a reviewed portfolio as a graduation requirement or guidelines that require programs to use portfolio somehow?


Are we looking for portfolios designed for program priorities or for students' priorities in however they see their education or for university requirements of what their education must contain?


Are we looking for guidelines for personal, working, or professional portfolios?


Are we looking to measure success of a portfolio from what students produce or from what faculty and staff provide to students?

