
 

   
  

 

Introduction and background   
An academic e-Portfolio is a digital collection of a student’s course-related work, which documents 
learning. It may include essays, photographs, videos, and artwork. It may also capture other aspects of a 
student’s life, such as volunteer experiences, employment history, and extracurricular activities. 
E-portfolios are increasingly used for assessment, particularly in higher education. Given that students are 
learning in a hypertextual, digitalised, and multimedia world, there is an increasing need for assessment to 
be more authentic and engaging. Assessment also needs to develop transversal skills – i.e., skills which 
are not related to a particular task or job, but which can be used in a wide range of settings.   
This research from colleagues at the University of Cambridge analysed the challenges and opportunities 
presented by e-portfolios in secondary schools and universities. It explores how e-portfolios have been 
used to capture and assess transversal skills in reliable and valid ways? It also looks at their potential for  
capturing and assessing a student’s learning process. Finally, it considers the challenges of e-portfolio 
implementation in secondary school and higher education, and how they can be addressed. 
Research was conducted through a review of the literature using the Cambridge University library online 
search platform. Studies conducted primarily across Europe and the US over the last 20 years were 
evaluated. Most of the studies analysed were case studies in higher education settings in Europe. 
The authors identified 7 main tensions relating to e-portfolio theory and praxis – e.g., the tension between 
control and autonomous learning.  The tensions were organised into 3 themes as outlined below. 
 
Key points and findings       
 

Theme 1: Underpinning theory and research supporting e-
portfolios   

 
• The first tension within this theme is that of theory 

versus empiricism. The literature revealed a well-
developed theoretical basis for e-portfolios, their 
potential benefits for teaching, learning, and 
assessment, and their potential for support of 
individualised, autonomous learning. However, there is 
a lack of robust empirical research demonstrating how 
e-portfolios influence learning outcomes. Most studies 
focus on case studies of e-portfolio implementation and 
stakeholder perceptions of their effectiveness. 

• However, a few outcome studies are available. For 
example, Barbera compared the research 
competencies developed by university students who 
used classic portfolios with those who used e-
portfolios. 
 

Theme 2: Uses and purposes of e-portfolios in different 
contexts  

 
• The second set of tensions pertains to the vast range 

of uses and purposes of e-portfolios in various 
contexts.  

• In higher education settings, e-portfolios were found to 
be mainly used for encouraging self-reflective 
autonomous learning; for transforming the way in 
which material is taught and learned; and/or for 
gathering evidence of the skills necessary for future 
employment. In a school setting, they tend to be used 
for transition, assessment, presentation, and learning. 

• A further tension exists between ‘true’ e-portfolios 
versus digital submissions. An e-portfolio can be used 

as a mere paper-based repository stored online, for 
example, when students upload pieces of their work for 
assessment. Work submitted in this way would be 
more accurately defined as a digital submission rather 
than a ‘true’ (or learning) e-portfolio. Assessment 
practices in the secondary school sector suggest that 
e-portfolios are being used for high-stakes assessment 
in this more limiting way. Such uses focus on ‘product’ 
rather than ‘process’ and are more akin to presentation 
or assessment portfolios, rather than learning 
portfolios. 

• By contrast, the process of producing a ‘true’ e-
portfolio involves an additional step – i.e., a process of 
synthesis of ideas, reflection on achievements, and 
self-awareness and planning. With the potential for 
educational, developmental, or other benefits. There is 
a growing corpus of research relating to ‘true’ e-
portfolios as pedagogic tools for supporting self-
directed, reflective learning. 

• There is a potential problem when e-portfolios are used 
in summative assessment. Students may choose not to 
be open and honest about their weaknesses or things 
they have not done well, and this could inhibit their 
learning, making the task superficial or less genuine. A 
study by Thanaraj found that higher education students 
in the United Kingdom felt constrained in e-portfolios, 
removing certain things before showing their e-
portfolios to the tutors. 

• A further challenge relates to school students being 
unused to the process of reflection and reflective 
writing. Students need support to learn and develop 
these skills, and assessment must take care to reward 
reflection over and above writing ability.  
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• With regard to e-portfolios and collaboration, there is a 
need to separate process (i.e., how well the 
collaborative state is maintained and progressed) 
from outcome (i.e., the final product following a period 
of collaboration). This distinction has implications for 
how collaboration can best be assessed.  

• Some studies suggest that e-portfolios support 
collaborative learning, particularly when used in 
distance learning environments. They can support 
feedback and resource sharing and make use of the 
many sharing platforms which are available. If the e-
portfolio is part of the process towards a shared 
outcome, it can facilitate negotiation, sharing 
resources, and conflict resolution. The process of 
reflection can be used to capture this collaborative 
process; for example, if students are asked to reflect 
on the quality of collaboration and how disagreements 
among team members were resolved. 

• There can be an issue with peer feedback when e-
portfolios are used within high-stakes contexts. The 
process can be diminished because of  
competitiveness among students – i.e., individuals 
wanting to focus more on their own portfolios rather 
than offer suggestions as to how others can improve 
theirs.  

• Another tension relates to how much freedom students 
are given when using e-portfolios versus the control 
exerted by the teacher. The impetus for greater 
teacher control over an e-portfolio’s contents relates to 
a desire to ensure uniformity. There is a tension here 
since a key theoretical benefit of an e-portfolio is its 
potential to create a personalised or individualised 
learning environment with fewer constraints on 
students and some of the responsibility for learning 
shifted from teacher to learner. The personalised 
impact of e-portfolios on learning and teaching is 
evident in the literature. Higher education case studies 
conclude that a less prescriptive approach is beneficial 
for learning as it allows for more autonomous learning 
which is more likely to elicit intrinsic motivation.  

• Another key tension relates to whether e-portfolio 
assessment is for learning (formative) or of learning 
(summative). When assessment is used for summative 
purposes, it is more likely to be used for high-stakes 
decisions and will likely require more rigidly prescribed 
purposes and artefacts which are developed and 
assessed at the end of the learning process. There 
have been control concerns around the types of 
artefacts included in the e-portfolio, the length, size or 
number of artefacts, and the specification of certain 
media types. 

• Formative assessment, however, is more conducive to 
capturing learning processes such as the learning 
journey. In an e-portfolio context, formative 
assessment is valid if it promotes student engagement 
and intrinsic motivation. 

 
Challenges of and opportunities for e-portfolio 
implementation  

 
• Lessons learnt from higher education case studies can 

offer guidance on how best to implement e-portfolios. 
Case studies highlight the initially steep time and 
resource investment required for implementation as 
well as the value of close monitoring and evaluation to 
make improvements over time. 

• Context plays an important role in implementing e-
portfolios. In some instances, technological change will 
be required. Contextual factors influencing 

implementation include ‘e-portfolio literacy’ (skills such 
as self-regulation and reflection), ‘technological 
infrastructure’ (access to stable uncapped internet at 
home and school), and ‘digital ethnicity’ (consideration 
of technical practices among different groups).  

• In order to address this tension, the authors 
recommend analysis of digital skills, infrastructure and 
usage patterns among teachers, students, and other 
stakeholders in order to assess training needs and 
address these prior to implementation of e-portfolios. 

• There is a further tension between teacher and student 
ICT skills – student ICT skills can often be stronger. 
High-quality technological training and support should 
be provided to teachers and students prior to 
implementing e-portfolios. Teachers may need more 
support and guidance than students.  

• Whether students truly engage with e-portfolios or 
perceive them as an additional burden in terms of 
workload remains a continuing tension. Perceived 
burden can lead to superficial engagement, with 
students adopting a ‘box-ticking’ approach and/or 
procrastinating over e-portfolio tasks, rather than 
interacting with them on an ongoing basis as intended. 
This can lead, in turn, to a negative impact on 
motivation and learning.  

• Lower engagement can result from design decisions; 
for example, if students are expected to contribute to 
their e-portfolios too frequently, or in rigid and overly 
structured ways. Thus, managing the workload of the 
e-portfolio for students requires careful consideration.  

• To address this tension the authors recommend, 
among other things, that the level of work required by 
students is reasonable and manageable.  

• A further ‘pedagogy versus technology’ tension 
concerns the claim that pedagogy should be the 
priority of, and driver for, any changes to teaching, 
learning and assessment. Technology is secondary as 
a tool for achieving pedagogical aims. There is a need 
for effortful curriculum design where the purposes of e-
portfolios link to their underpinning pedagogy. 

• The authors recommend that e-portfolio design, 
implementation, and choice of software is driven by 
pedagogy.  

 
Conclusion 

 
• E-portfolios may offer opportunities for transformative 

practices in teaching, learning, and assessment in 
secondary and higher education. They provide 
opportunities to access hard-to-measure constructs 
such as collaboration, reflection, and a student’s 
learning journey. However, they need to be carefully 
evaluated, designed, and implemented to achieve 
valid, fair, and reliable outcomes. 

• This research has highlighted several tensions to be 
considered when evaluating how e-portfolios can be 
applied in educational settings. Each tension needs to 
be considered and strategies put in place to mitigate 
the potential challenges that arise from each.  
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