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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

ePortfolio as Curriculum: Models and Practices
Kathleen Blake Yancey

Electronic portfolios, or ePortfolios, identified now as the eleventh 
high-impact practice influencing postsecondary student success, have 
been used in higher education for more than 20 years. For exam-

ple, a special issue of Computers and Composition dedicated to electronic  
portfolios was published in 1996. Beginning in the late 1990s groups of  
faculty sponsored by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching began exploring the value of ePortfolios. In 2001 Electronic 
Portfolios: Emerging Practices in Student, Faculty, and Institutional 
Learning (B. Cambridge), the first published volume specifically focused 
on ePortfolios, addressed how they were being used by students, faculty,  
and institutions. In that edited volume, multiple contributors described  
various efforts to use ePortfolios to motivate change in the academy, to 
change how students were collecting and reflecting on their classroom 
assignments, to change how faculty understood their own teaching, and to 
change how institutions engaged in self-study and assessment activities. 

Since the publication of Cambridge (2001), other volumes have pro-
vided complementary if somewhat different views. For example, Reynolds 
and Patton’s (2014) Leveraging the ePortfolio for Integrative Learning: A 
Faculty Guide to Classroom Practices for Transforming Student Learning high-
lighted ePortfolios as a site for hosting integrative learning, and Penny 
Light, Chen, and Ittelson’s (2011) Documenting Learning With ePortfolios: A 
Guide for College Instructors provided guidance for faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators seeking to establish ePortfolio programs. Compiling research on 
multiple campus ePortfolio efforts, D. Cambridge, B. Cambridge, and 
K. Yancey’s (2009) Electronic Portfolios 2.0 reported on different kinds of 
ePortfolio models, practices, and assessments and, importantly, provided 
the first evidence that ePortfolios could be efficacious for learners: Students 
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2  InTROdUCTIOn

who composed them were more likely to be successful in school than their 
peers who did not. 

Scholarly journals also contributed to knowledge in higher education 
about ePortfolios, and in 2011 the first issue of an ePortfolio-specific jour-
nal, the International Journal of ePortfolio, was published. More recently, 
combining research on ePortfolios with a new model, Eynon and Gambino’s 
(2017) High-Impact ePortfolio Practice: A Catalyst for Student, Faculty, and 
Institutional Learning shared results of the Fund for the Improvement of 
Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) Catalyst Project, which treats campus 
portfolio activity through five “interlocking sectors” (p. 29): pedagogy, pro-
fessional development, outcomes assessment, technology, and scaling up.

Collectively, these volumes paint a robust portrait of ePortfolio practices 
and of a steadily increasing body of knowledge about ePortfolios themselves 
as a vehicle to support student learning, as a unique site for hosting integra-
tive learning, and as a powerful genre for assessment. One area related to 
ePortfolios, however, that has not been explicitly discussed is an ePortfolio 
curriculum, including what it would look like and how it would function. As 
Gail Matthews-DeNatale explains more fully in chapter 6 in this volume, a 
curriculum includes two components: “the combined impact of the . . . (pro-
cess of learning) and the . . . (substance of content)” (p. 110). In other words, 
a curriculum includes knowledge and process. In the case of ePortfolios, as 
this volume documents, such a curriculum can be either woven throughout 
another course or offered as its own course. In each case, the purpose of this 
curriculum, which varies from campus to campus, is threefold: (a) to help 
students create ePortfolios, and (b) to support them in developing what we 
might call ePortfolio literacy as they (c) become ePortfolio makers. Which, 
of course, begs the question: What is it that students need to know and do 
to become ePortfolio makers? What do our answers to this question tell us 
about what an ePortfolio curriculum might look like?

It’s worth noting that whatever ePortfolio curricular knowledge and 
practice may be, and this volume surveys a good deal of both, not all ePort-
folio composers engage in such practices or develop ePortfolio literacy. Some 
ePortfolio models require that students only upload artifacts, not that they 
engage in ePortfolio composing. At my institution, for example, students in 
one college have been required to create an ePortfolio of samples showing 
their development of critical thinking over several semesters. Nothing more 
was asked, or allowed, of students, other than uploading the relevant docu-
ments to a formatted site. That may be a very narrow kind of ePortfolio, 
but it’s not unique, and it’s the kind of ePortfolio that is labeled in Figure 
I.1 as an ePortfolio as wrapper. In this model, although the ePortfolio hosts 
learning, it exerts no effect on learning. There is evidence of learning in the 
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InTROdUCTIOn  3

ePortfolio, but the learning itself has occurred in the creation of the artifacts 
the ePortfolio hosts, not in the creation—selecting, designing, composing, 
and assembling—of the ePortfolio itself. 

Other ePortfolios, which are the focus of this volume, engage students as 
ePortfolio makers and in the process support them in developing ePortfolio 
literacy, that is, knowledge about ePortfolios; about reflective practices rep-
resented in them; and about ePortfolio makingness, defined as ways to create 
ePortfolios. These ePortfolio curricular models, represented on the other end 
of the continuum, not only host learning but also construe ePortfolio creat-
ing as an integral part of that learning. Creating the ePortfolio can involve 
multiple activities, among them collecting potential artifacts; engaging in 
processes of selecting appropriate artifacts for a given purpose and audience; 
contextualizing and curating artifacts; using design as an intentional feature 
of ePortfolio curation, navigation, and aesthetics; revising a full ePortfolio 
or parts of it; remixing parts of an ePortfolio for a new ePortfolio; reflecting 
on artifacts and experiences; and sharing the ePortfolio locally and globally, 
in person and online, with various audiences. For example, in the University 
of Buffalo general education model, described in chapter 12, students inten-
tionally develop the multimedia aspects of their ePortfolios as part of dem-
onstrating their digital citizenship, whereas students in Macaulay Honors 
College, as explained in chapter 9, create an ePortfolio capstone that hosts 
and is fully integrated with their culminating research project. In cases like 
these, creating an ePortfolio is a critical part of students’ learning, and it 
provides a site, as Laura Wenk of Hampshire College observes in chapter 4, 
where students can document their pivotal learning moments. One consid-
eration, then, is where students learn to engage in such practices: Where do 
they learn how to archive potential artifacts, and, perhaps more important, 
where do they learn to make insightful and appropriate selections of arti-
facts, and where do they learn ways of contextualizing and curating them? 
Where do they learn about different kinds of reflections? Where and how do 
students learn about ePortfolios—through readings, review of other ePort-
folios, or other strategies? Are there ePortfolio-specific prompts and assign-
ments? What role if any does the audience—on campus and around the 

Figure I.1. A continuum of approaches to ePortfolios.

ePortfolio as Wrapper-------------------------ePortfolio as Curriculum

Learning happens inside  
and is represented in the  
ePortfolio.

Learning happens inside and through 
the practice, including creating the 
ePortfolio.
Thinking like an ePortfolio maker.
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4  InTROdUCTIOn

world—play in such a curriculum? In sum, what are the ePortfolio-specific 
curricular elements that faculty, staff, and administrators might consider in 
designing their own ePortfolio curriculum? 

Taking up such questions, ePortfolio as Curriculum: Models and Practices 
for Developing Students’ ePortfolio Literacy explores various models of an 
ePortfolio curriculum and various ways it is being offered. 

Lessons From the University of Virginia and St. Olaf College

My own thinking about an ePortfolio curriculum began several years ago and 
in three ways: by creating a one-credit ePortfolio course; by learning about 
other ePortfolio courses, especially one at the University of Virginia; and by 
reviewing ePortfolio-specific outcomes that have developed over time, espe-
cially at St. Olaf College.

I have used portfolios in my teaching since 1979, beginning with print 
portfolios. In the late 1990s I piloted one ePortfolio project and migrated 
completely from a print to an electronic format in 2000. In 2013, as I discuss 
more fully in chapter 8, I created a one-credit ePortfolio course for graduate 
students in the rhetoric and composition program at Florida State University. 
I designed this portfolio course as a studio course where students created dif-
ferent kinds of portfolios depending on their needs; some were MA students 
creating a portfolio as their culminating project; others were MA and PhD 
students looking for different kinds of jobs, some in technical writing or as 
faculty in the academy; and others were graduate students who wanted to 
create ePortfolios to apply for teaching and fellowship awards. The purpose 
of this ePortfolio studio course was, and is, to provide a space for such work. 
We define ePortfolios, explain ePortfolio models and practices, and develop 
drafts of ePortfolios informed by multiple peer-review processes.

About two years later, I discovered another one-credit ePortfolio course, 
this one at the University of Virginia, offered to undergraduates. Also an elec-
tive, this course helps students become ePortfolio makers by engaging them 
in the creation of three separate ePortfolios: “a learning eportfolio (created 
for personal educational and reflective purposes), a presentational e-portfolio 
(targeting audiences such as prospective employers, instructors, peers, or oth-
ers), and an exploratory e-portfolio (based on any creative topic of interest 
to you)” (Firdyiwek, 2016, p. 1). In selecting potential artifacts, students 
are advised to draw from multiple contexts; they are also advised to explore 
the meaning of artifacts by juxtaposition—putting one artifact in dialogue 
with one or more—to generate insights across them and to help think about 
possible ways of arranging them in the ePortfolio. Students also collaborate 
to develop criteria for assessing portfolios, and they present their ePortfolios 
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InTROdUCTIOn  5

to a face-to-face (f2f ) audience. This model of ePortfolio demonstrates 
other aspects of ePortfolio makingness, ones somewhat different from those 
emphasized in my course; it also suggests that perhaps ePortfolio makingness 
was (a) an activity that we should define further and (b) an implied goal of 
an ePortfolio curriculum. 

What ePortfolio makingness, and thus a curriculum in ePortfolios, is has 
also been suggested by the outcomes we employ when reading and respond-
ing to ePortfolios. In this regard, the development of the ePortfolio outcomes 
at St. Olaf College’s Center for Integrative Studies (CIS) provides an object 
lesson in how our understanding of ePortfolios has changed and in the kinds 
of curricular components a successful ePortfolio includes. 

Established in 1999, St. Olaf ’s CIS provides a curricular site for students 
to design their own unique interdisciplinary majors; interdisciplinary studies are 
defined as “the intentional combination of diverse methodologies, experiences, 
subject matters, learning styles, and resources. Individual students may use 
integrative studies to develop an individual major that satisfies their educational 
goals” (Center for Integrative Studies, 2018). The ePortfolio that students cre-
ated at that time was keyed to four outcomes, focusing on different kinds of 
thinking linked to St. Olaf ’s institutional mission: thinking in community, 
thinking in context, integrative thinking, and reflective thinking. These out-
comes, I thought, were very smart, emphasizing different kinds of thinking 
inside a single portfolio that signaled development as well as accomplishment. 

After several years of experience with this model, however, St. Olaf ’s CIS 
decided that to assess the ePortfolio, three additional outcomes were needed: 
focus, navigation, and use of the visual. These too I thought were smart. 
One area that students often experience difficulty with is focus, especially 
when they are designing their own ePortfolios. As a genre, ePortfolios seem 
to be sufficiently capacious that multiple topics and paths can be included; 
at the same time, an ePortfolio isn’t a random compilation of loosely related 
artifacts but rather a focused genre (Yancey, 2004) telling a coherent story 
enriched by multiple artifacts all contributing to that narrative. Accordingly, 
the artifacts have to be linked, focused in some way for readers and reviewers 
to access and make sense of them. Likewise, the way to navigate the ePort-
folio matters: A reader can’t reward learning whose representation as project, 
video file, or audio podcast can’t be found or is misplaced or miscontextual-
ized. And because ePortfolios are hosted and displayed on the visual screen 
of the Internet, the role the visual plays in communicating also matters: We 
see very differently on the screen than we do on the page. Collectively, these 
seven outcomes, which include four kinds of thinking and three ePortfolio-
specific features, bring together multiple kinds of thinking valued by the 
institution with ePortfolio-specific outcomes (focus, navigation, and the 
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6  InTROdUCTIOn

visual) organizing and demonstrating them. And, of course, these outcomes 
raise questions about what successful ePortfolio makers need to be able to 
do, in this case, focus multiple texts into a coherent narrative using the visual 
in a navigational scheme helpful to others, as well as about where they will 
learn to create such ePortfolios. 

The St. Olaf CIS ePortfolio model is now in its third iteration, and like 
the earlier two models, it places value on connections and relationships. More 
specifically, the current model requires the following item types: (a) the orig-
inal proposal for the individual major, (b) a selection of work from courses 
showing breadth and depth in the self-designed major, (c) an annotated bibli-
ography, (d) internal links showing the “integrative web woven in [the] indi-
vidual major” including links between “coursework and your proposal” such 
that the ePortfolio is “richly linky” (Center for Integrative Studies, 2018), and  
(e) the senior project. The St. Olaf model of ePortfolio thus emphasizes 
depth and breadth and connective links enacting both.

In terms of outcomes, the current St. Olaf ePortfolio divides into three 
fields of activity. The first field of outcomes, regarding the major, is students’ 
“grasp of the central subject of their studies” (Center for Integrative Studies, 
2018), which is what we might expect of a student in any major. The sec-
ond field of outcomes, much as in the earlier iterations, focuses on different 
kinds of related thinking that are here also identified as “four goals of liberal 
learning”: “recognizing connections”; “being reflective about intellectual and 
personal growth”; “building intellectual community”; and “building bridges 
to communities outside the academy” (Center for Integrative Studies, 2018). 
Interestingly, the word building, used in the last two outcomes as students build 
intellectual community and build bridges to communities outside of the academy, 
highlights the activity and the agency of students. The third field of outcomes, 
“excellent web portfolios” (Center for Integrative Studies, 2018), includes the 
following eight attributes:

1. Meaningful coherence of the whole 
2. Quality of the individual pages 
3. Clarity and logic of the overall design 
4. Creativity and thoroughness of the links
5. Degree to which the rationale for particular links is explicit and sensible 
6. Critical judgment apparent in the selection of external sites 
7. Extent of the portfolio 
8. Portfolio’s overall aesthetic quality

In these outcomes, each of the components of the ePortfolio—the indi-
vidual pages, for example, and the rationale for particular links—is important. 
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Equally important is the whole, its coherence, design, extent, and aesthetics. 
In some ways, the links, which account for three of the eight outcomes in 
this field, are the key factor; links, which make the ePortfolio “richly linky” 
(Center for Integrative Studies, 2018), express relationships by demonstrat-
ing selection, creativity, thoroughness, coherence, and explanation. How to 
create a richly linky ePortfolio is also what an ePortfolio curriculum includes. 

Overview of the Chapters

Currently, there is no single or uniform model of an ePortfolio curriculum, 
although as the chapters here illustrate, the ePortfolio curricula discussed 
in this volume share distinctive features, such as an archival collection, an 
explicit focus on reflection, and twofold attention to the actual making of 
the ePortfolio and to ePortfolio literacy. Each campus’s ePortfolio curriculum 
is also keyed to institutionally specific goals. This volume describing these 
curricula takes them up in three sections keyed to the site of activity, with the 
first section highlighting ePortfolio curricula inside content courses, the sec-
ond detailing ePortfolio curricula operating programmatically, and the third 
focusing on ePortfolio-specific courses.

An ePortfolio Curriculum Inside a Course

Some ePortfolio curricula live inside another course; such is the case for the 
ePortfolio models described in chapters 1 and 2. In chapter 1, “ePortfolio as 
Curriculum: Revisualizing the Composition Process,” Amy Cicchino, Rachel 
Efstathion, and Christina Giarusso begin our consideration of how students 
are ePortfolio makers by focusing on four ongoing and recursive ePortfolio-
making processes that take place inside a sophomore-level general education 
writing class: creating artifacts, curating artifacts, revising artifacts and the 
ePortfolio itself, and circulating texts within and through the ePortfolio. 
In this ePortfolio model, students also learn about topics related to digital 
literacy, including copyright and fair use. In chapter 2, “Collateral Learning 
as an ePortfolio Curriculum,” Sharon Burns and Jo Ann Thompson explain 
the ePortfolio curriculum at Clermont College, a two-year school linked 
to the University of Cincinnati. Burns and Thompson identify collateral 
learning—that is, prior knowledge—as potentially hindrance and asset to 
students, a kind of learning to be set aside initially but drawn on later as 
learning progresses. Burns and Thompson also talk about the role an ePort-
folio curriculum plays in fostering identity, in this case the identity of a 
college student able to contextualize learning personally and in reference to 
the past. 
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8  InTROdUCTIOn

An ePortfolio Curriculum Inside a Program

Other ePortfolio curricula are programmatic. Chapter 3, “ePortfolios in a 
World Language Learning Curriculum,” for example, documents the trans-
formation of a language program through the creation of an ePortfolio 
curriculum supporting students as they develop facility in one of several 
languages such as Spanish, French, and Chinese. As Karen Simroth James, 
Emily E. Scida, and Yitna Firdyiwek explain, given the important role that 
multimodality plays in both language learning and ePortfolios, the ePortfo-
lio was in some ways a natural vehicle to support learning in this program. 
As the development of their ePortfolio curriculum continued, the ePortfolio 
increasingly became the centerpiece site supporting an enhanced version of 
the program, which now includes the trifecta of students’ language develop-
ment, the development of their global literacy, and their language-informed 
interdisciplinary learning across space and time. In chapter 4, another pro-
gram is profiled, this one a distinctive self-designed major at Hampshire 
College. In “Hampshire College ePortfolios: A Curriculum on Reflection to 
Support Individualized Educational Pathways,” Laura Wenk explains how 
the Hampshire ePortfolio curriculum’s development entailed three major 
shifts. First, there was a shift from the paper portfolios that Hampshire 
students have created for decades to ePortfolios hosted on a single plat-
form. Accompanying this first shift was a second, as reflection received more 
emphasis and the faculty began designing prompts for reflection that would 
guide students while still preserving individual self-designed pathways. A 
third shift involved a review of ePortfolios that demonstrated differences 
in ePortfolio structures between more and less impressive ePortfolios. More 
specifically, the Hampshire faculty found that chronology may provide a 
convenient structure, but a design oriented to “pivotal learning moments” 
(p. 3, this volume) seems a more compelling and authentic account of 
learning. 

In chapter 5, “Identity Development as Curriculum: A Metacognitive 
Approach,” Susan Kahn describes an ePortfolio curriculum in a program-
matic capstone at Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis 
(IUPUI) intended to help students consider where they have been and where 
they might be going. This ePortfolio curriculum, which is focused quite spe-
cifically on metacognitive identity development, asks students to engage in a 
life-stories reflection exercise allowing them to articulate and interpret their 
selves past, present, and future. Students not only participate in this reflec-
tive activity but also understand that they are so engaging. In chapter 6, 
“Untangling the Past and Present While Weaving a Future: ePortfolios as a 
Space for Professional Discernment and Growth,” Gail Matthews-DeNatale 
details an ePortfolio curriculum occurring in a fully online master’s program’s 
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capstone at Northeastern University. In this model, student identity is pro-
fessionally oriented; part of what students need to do is draw from and trans-
form their earlier “learning ePortfolios” into professional ePortfolios showing 
accomplishment and career readiness. Key to this transition, Matthews-
DeNatale argues, are four critical moves: remembering, analyzing, envision-
ing, and synthesizing. 

Credit-Bearing, Stand-Alone ePortfolio Courses

Other ePortfolio curricula are offered in stand-alone, credit-bearing courses. 
In chapter 7, “Limiting ePortfolio Requirements, Raising Student Energy: 
Establishing a Culture of Student Advocacy for ePortfolio Programs,” Sue 
Denning describes a one-quarter-credit optional ePortfolio course hosting 
an ePortfolio curriculum very keenly committed to digital affordances con-
tributing to ePortfolios. The course relies on a highly scaffolded curricular 
approach, which supports undergraduate students creating ePortfolios for 
varying purposes and provides multiple opportunities for reimagining and 
revision. Two features of this curriculum are especially noteworthy. First, 
the curriculum supports an ePortfolio showcasing each student’s own story; 
toward that end, students are encouraged to explore and take risks. Second, 
students learn to use digital tools like tagging as they construct an ePort-
folio representing their own identities. In chapter 8, “Creating an ePortfo-
lio Studio Experience: The Role of Curation, Design, and Peer Review in 
Shaping ePortfolios,” Kathleen Blake Yancey begins her account of an ePort-
folio studio course by describing an independent study with an undergradu-
ate. The independent study provided a model for her one-credit ePortfolio 
course at Florida State University for graduate students whose ePortfolio 
purposes range from submitting them for a teaching award to applying for  
tenure-track faculty positions. Central to this studio ePortfolio curriculum, 
as chapter 8 details, are multiple practices—including inventorying, curat-
ing, and designing—as well as several community-building activities. Yancey 
identifies three metrics providing evidence of efficacy: student postcourse 
evaluations; students’ success in achieving goals facilitated by their ePortfo-
lios, including securing employment; and student reflections.

Joseph Ugoretz, in chapter 9, “Macaulay Springboards: The Capstone as 
an Open Learning ePortfolio,” also provides a brief chronology. Chapter 9 
describes Macaulay Honors College’s two-semester capstone ePortfolio 
course, which is titled Springboard to indicate its forward-looking orienta-
tion. Focused on open learning, as the chapter title suggests, this ePortfolio 
curriculum includes learning in time past, as represented in digital time lines 
extending back to students’ elementary school experiences, as well as time 
present and future. Much like students at St. Olaf, students in Macaulay 
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Honors College create projects operating at the intersection of multiple dis-
ciplines; students also use digital tools as an integral part of the ePortfolio 
curriculum, and they often invite ePortfolio readers to participate in indi-
vidual students’ ePortfolios, thus raising questions about ePortfolio author-
ship. In chapter 10, several colleagues—Jennifer Stonaker, Jenae Druckman 
Cohn, Russ Carpenter, and Helen L. Chen—describe Stanford University’s 
Notation in Science Communication Program. In “Metacognition Across 
the Curriculum: Building Capstone ePortfolios in Stanford University’s 
Notation in Science Communication,” they explain how two ePortfolio 
courses bookend the program: Students begin by creating an ePortfolio and 
complete the program by creating a culminating ePortfolio. The Stanford 
ePortfolio curriculum includes several ePortfolio-specific activities, includ-
ing reviews of ePortfolios and concept mapping of artifacts; the culminat-
ing ePortfolio includes artifacts from academic and cocurricular experiences, 
reflections on those artifacts, and a cover letter demonstrating the ePortfolio 
creator’s understanding of science communication and ability in practicing it. 

In chapter 11, “The Invited ePortfolio Curriculum,” Katherine 
Bridgman describes an ePortfolio curriculum keyed to a new vertical gen-
eral education program. Designed to support a downward expansion at Texas 
A&M University–San Antonio, this curriculum includes four single-credit 
courses, one offered each year, each linked to the school’s institutional mis-
sion. Students learn in the first year about the college experience; in the sec-
ond year, about the world, including the community world contextualizing 
campus; in the third year, about the major; and in the fourth year, about 
the profession. In this ePortfolio curriculum, the ePortfolio accompanies 
and supports students throughout their academic journey. In chapter 12, 
“Integrative Learning and ePortfolio Networks,” Cheryl Emerson and Alex 
Reid perform three tasks. They first describe a new, highly structured general 
education program at the University of Buffalo that begins with an ePortfolio 
in the first year and culminates in a general education capstone course where 
students complete their ePortfolios. Second, Emerson and Reid define the 
ePortfolio curriculum, which includes thematic pathways and newer ePort-
folio genres like a Learning Philosophy Statement. Third, reflecting on the 
tension between a genuine commitment to student learning and a systematic 
effort to collect assessment data, they close their chapter by issuing a caution-
ary note.

Last but not least is chapter 13, “Concluding Forward.” In addition to 
synthesizing insights from the previous chapters, Kathleen Blake Yancey iden-
tifies six consistent features of an ePortfolio curriculum and seven dimensions 
the curriculum often includes. In addition, “Concluding Forward” describes 
new genres developing inside ePortfolio curricula and new metaphors used 
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to characterize these models. Finally, the concluding chapter points to new 
issues this ePortfolio curriculum raises. 
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