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Introduction 
 
Over the last few years, several of the UCIS centers have been looking for ways to more 
rigorously assess student performance and the learning outcomes of their certificates. At the 
same time, many of the centers have been considering ways to add formative assessment tools 
to the certificate program as a way to draw out the competencies of what can be a disjointed 
learning experience. In formal responses to their assessment programs, both from faculty who 
have been asked to assess student learning outcomes on the basis of certificate records and 
from Title VI external evaluation of certificate assessment, several of the centers have felt their 
previous form of assessment- primarily evaluation of papers designated as capstone papers but 
not primarily created for certificate assessment- did not adequately fulfill the need to define 
student learning in the certificate program. Additionally, following research on the importance 
of formative assessment toward critical reflection of university skills toward student self-
regulation, assessment, and ultimately successful articulation of skills based learning, several of 
the centers have put together a plan to build an e-portfolio system that can serve as a resource 
for summative and formative assessment. 
 
In this white paper, we will first discuss the current research on blending formative and 
summative assessment tools. In the next section we will consider current research on the utility 
of e-portfolios. Following this, we will discuss the plan that the Asian Studies Center, the 
European Studies Center, and the Global Studies Center have articulated for introducing and 
assessing student e-portfolios. In this section, we will provide some examples of the portfolios, 
and explain how student learning outcomes will be addressed. Finally, we will suggest a path 
for the adoption of e-portfolios alongside other metrics for assessing student learning.  
 
Assessment: Blending formative and summative assessment through e-portfolio tools 
 
In 2006, David Nicol and Debra Macfarlane-Dick (2006) suggested that a thorough rethinking of 
assessment tools was necessary in higher education, in an effort to help student build their 
skills as a self-regulated, referential learner. Higher education assessment, the authors argue 
has long been built on a system of transmission of knowledge and passive learning strategies, 
which allowed students to learn specific subjects, but did not ask students to reflect on skills 
and competencies beyond course subject matter. In recent years, however, students and 
institutions have been tasked with articulating stronger connections between subject 
competencies and transferrable skills. For this reason, the activities of assessment have shifted 
from the exclusive domain of faculty and administrators to include student self-assessment and 
reflection. With this shift in mind it is important to consider assessment tools that blur the lines 
between summative assessment, often considered as an external assessment of a student or 
program, and formative assessment, which asks a student to continue reflecting on and 
building competencies (Gikandi, Morrow, Davis, 2011).  



 
The keys to building tools that both work as summative and formative assessment metrics are 
defining a clear and well publicized rubric for assessing student-led reflective projects and 
providing sufficient instruction so that students are able to use assessment tools to reflect on 
the learning outcomes stated in the rubric (Gikandi, Morrow, Davis, 2011; Nicol and 
MacFarlane-Dick, 2006; Pachler, Daly, Mor, Mellar, 2010; Black and William, 1998; Grant and 
Dweck, 2003). These kinds of assessment tools that include student reflection and ‘post-course’ 
engagement are increasingly necessary for programs, like the certificate, which function across 
disciplines, and therefore are not necessarily subject to traditional disciplinary assessment 
methods (Bass 2012). By publicizing a rubric and creating a guided template for students, an e-
portfolio as one option for the final project for the certificate, fills the assessment needs both of 
the summative analytics (these portfolios can be assessed both qualitatively by faculty on the 
basis of the published rubric and quantitatively through coding student answers to questions 
and doing center-wide analysis,) and produces a product that synthesizes student learning in 
key skills areas such as civic engagement, authoritative presentation, reflection, and critical 
thinking (Bass 2012; Eynon 2009). 
 
E-Portfolios as a tool toward reflecting student’s personalized learning pathways 
 
As an assessment tool, e-portfolios, and specifically e-portfolios of the sort we are proposing, 
are one of the best-regarded tools for creating an “authentic way of developing and assessing 
student knowledge (Gikandi, Morrow, Davis, 2011, 2343).” Education researchers have 
described e-portfolios as perhaps the most complete tool for student to reflect upon their 
learning in a holistic way (Bass 2012, Clark and Eynon, 2009). Personalized learning standards 
have increasingly argued for a recognition of the value and the connection between learning 
done in courses and learning done in co-curricular settings, singling out work, clubs, and peer to 
peer engagement (Donnelly and O’Keeffe, 2013, Bass 2012, Young, 2002). The trend toward 
understanding the way that students learn and consolidate skills has pushed the field of 
assessment and education to find ways for students to do structured reflection about the skills 
they have gained during their university education to help them present these skills in a wider 
world.  
 
E-portfolios “map competencies across the curriculum (Donnelly and O’Keeffe, 2013, 2),” and 
make these competencies available to a broader range of shareholders including employers, 
family, and prospective students, and can be used as one way to reinforce university and unit 
claims about the skills value of an interdisciplinary or untraditional credential. Scholars have 
found evidence that e-portfolios, especially e-portfolios that can be found through simple 
internet searches, are a tool that employers actively seek out and use to help make decisions 
about interviews (Ward and Moser, 2008). Other scholars have argued that the reflections on 
skills and competencies that e-portfolios spark help students to better represent their particular 
strengths in interview settings (Bass and Eynon, 2009; Xuesong, Offman, and Ractham 2007; 
Clark and Eynon, 2009). E-portfolios have become a widely used tool, not just for US higher 
education, but in an internationalized system, with major universities across the world adopting 
an e-portfolio model (Clark and Eynon, 2009). 



 
Asian Studies, European Studies, and Global Studies: E-portfolios for advising, assessment, and 
student success 
 
Asian Studies, European Studies, and Global Studies, have each (separately at first and then 
working together), decided that an e-portfolio fits into their individual center’s current 
credential curriculum. For the three centers, the e-portfolio fills two distinct roles, first it 
requires students to reflect and build on the meaning of their certificate by asking students to 
actively tie together course work, co-curricular engagement, study abroad, and work 
experience, and secondly it creates a document that was built specifically for the certificate and 
can be assessed against a rubric designed to assess the e-portfolio. For students who are not 
working on a capstone project designed specifically for the certificate, we have felt that having 
a dedicated product meant to draw the disparate thread of the certificate together is 
invaluable.  
 
Students putting together their e-portfolio will have the opportunity to write and reflect on a 
number of areas, reflected in the structure of the templates.  
Figure 1: (please see link for complete site in Appendix) 

 
As we were developing the e-portfolio project in Asian studies, we decided that we needed a 
specific and directed template for students to log in to, to guide a student to reflect carefully 
about the certificate and co-curricular achievements. The guided template would also allow an 
advisor to highlight specific rubric points for qualitative assessment of the e-portfolio 
separately and holistically. As you can see from figure 1, students are guided from a home page, 
which we use as an introduction to the student, to reflections on academics, engagement, 
study abroad, resume and contact pages. After doing some research on the available platforms, 



Asian studies, working with CIDDE, decided to build a multi-site that would allow students to 
log-in to a wordpress like platform but with limited template choices. Students would choose 
the template for their certificate, and follow directions to reflect on their certificate. Students 
will own their sites and be able to continue to develop them even after they leave Pitt. The 
guided template will allow students to personalize the e-portfolio as desired. This kind of 
guided reflection will push students to speak to skills and competencies that we are concerned 
about with a template that allows us to make the base template uniform among the 
population. 
 
As with any student-guided document, the kind of work that students put in to the e-portfolio 
will determine how useful the object is for student-regulated learning. 
Figure 2: (please see link for complete site in Appendix) 

 
 
In the above screen shot from the global studies e-portfolio, we can see how the student used 
video to define their internship within their co-curricular experience. The Global Studies e-
portfolio example focuses on how building reflections on internships, social engagement, and 
work can be both in terms of written essays and visual and multimedia cues. Clark and Eynon 
(2009) have argued that the addition of multimedia and visual cues can help student to draw 
what they see as ‘fun’ experiences to more formal education as sites where skills were 
consolidated. By reflecting about a variety of experiences in a variety of ways, students better 
reflect their skills, and we can better assess the holistic importance of certificates in our 
students’ lives.  
 
The e-portfolios can also be an ongoing project begun at the time the student begins their 
certificate work, or built and completed as a student is finishing their certificate. For student’s 
who build and revise their portfolio over time, the continual reflection helps to define places in 



their academic path that have been underdeveloped, and for those putting together the 
portfolio after the fact, writing the narrative can help remind them of the work they put in. 
Indeed, the student who put together the second European Studies e-portfolio (figure 4), 
mentioned that “I didn’t realize everything I had done,” until he completed reflecting on it. 
Below, you will see two examples from the e-portfolios that European studies has built to show 
how a student could build an e-portfolio over time to reflect their changes in interests and 
ideas (Figure 3). The longitudinal nature of this e-portfolio method would encourage a student 
to reflect on their personal academic and co-curricular path when they complete the project 
(Figure 4). 
Figure 3: (please see link for complete site in Appendix) 

 
Figure 4: (please see link for complete site in Appendix) 



 
 
Developing an e-portfolio as one option for UCIS assessment 
The three center’s different approaches to the project of creating e-portfolios reflect just three 
ways to do the work of student reflection as part of the UCIS certificates. We all want to stress 
that we believe that effective reflection and assessment tools are myriad as long as 
expectations for such documents are well publicized and advising clear about expectations for 
students. Indeed, we see the e-portfolio as a leveling object for center wide assessment. 
Because our three centers do not have a capstone course (or have a capstone course in a 
limited way in the case of the European Union center), we felt that an e-portfolio would allow 
our students to produce a document defining the meaning of their certificate specifically 
tailored to the certificate in question. 
 
We understand the need for generalized assessment, but by comparing each center to its own 
benchmark and using a similar rubric for assessing each center’s product, we believe that each 
center could be aggregated into general UCIS data. Indeed because of the different 
requirements, populations, funding sources, and sizes of the certificate programs having the 
same set of objects assessed for each certificate could be ineffectual in adequately assessing 
the certificate program’s status in regard to student learning outcomes.  
 
In each of our three programs, we believe that the e-portfolio represents the best and most 
useful way for our students to synthesize and reflect on their certificate experience holistically 
and for us to do a blended formative and summative assessment. We view the e-portfolio as a 
tool for advising, assessment, recruitment, and professional development. We look forward to 
developing a rubric that suits each center’s student learning objectives well, and to revisiting 
the e-portfolio template and directions in the light of the completed assessment rubric.   



Appendix:  
Asian Studies Center template site: http://rookkoepsel.weebly.com/ 
Global Studies Center template site: http://gscpitt.weebly.com/ 
European Studies Center template site (incomplete): https://ninacairnseu.wordpress.com/ 
European Studies Center template site (complete): 
https://westeuropeancertificate2015rkearney.wordpress.com/ 
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