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ABSTRACT

Learning professional skills through exposure to real-world contexts demands
sophisticated assessment practices. However, complex and often novel genres can
bedauntingforundergraduatestudents.Thisstudyexaminedstudentperspectivesas
theyengagedinPortfolioassessmentforthefirsttimewithinacoreundergraduate
engineeringunit.42studentsweresurveyed(27%)with11participatinginafollow-up
telephoneinterview.Studentsratedcontentderivedfromtheircontributionstoteam
projectsasthemostvaluablecomponentoftheirportfoliointermsofdemonstrating
the unit learning outcomes and developing the skills and dispositions needed in
professionalpractice.Theteamstructureofmanylearningopportunitiesencouraged
studentstocollaborateandtodrawoneachotherasinstructionalresources.Thedata
indicateditishighlyworthwhileforinstructorstodevelopstaticresourcesthatreduce
students’need tocontact instructorswith trivialquestions, though lecturercontact
wasdeemedessentialandeffectiveforcomprehendingmorecomplextasks.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Studentportfolioscanbeusedwithinhighereducationtoassesscomplexprofessional
skills (Flores,VeigaSimao,Barros&Pereira,2015;Francoetal.,2017;Jaeger&
Adair,2015).Portfoliosaresaid tobelearner-centred,promotereflectivepractice,
andhelpstudentsbetterunderstandandachievecomplexlearningoutcomes(Davis,
Ponnamperuma&Jer,2009;Floresetal.,2015;McDonald,2012).BoudandSoler
(2016) identify portfolios as a potentially sustainable approach to assessment as
thisgenrecanhelpstudentsdevelopskillsneededtomeettheirownfuturelearning
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needs. It is for these reasons that a growing number of engineering programs are
utilisingthisassessmentgenretoevaluatestudentcompetencyinrelationtocomplex
graduateattributes,ofteninconjunctionwithproject-basedorproblem-basedlearning
(e.g., Jaeger & Adair, 2015; De los Ríos-Carmenado, Lopez, & Garcia, 2015).
Whenimplementedwell,reportsoffirstexperienceswithproject-orproblem-based
learningareusuallyencouraging(Duda&Ross,2012)andresearchsuggeststhatsuch
approachescanpotentiallyreducestudentattrition,increasestudentsatisfaction,and
improvestudents’successrate(Nedic,Nafalski&Machotka,2010).

However,thereareongoingchallengesassociatedwithusingportfolioassessment,
particularlywhenimplementingitwithnewundergraduatestudents.Formanystudents,
portfolioassessmentisanovelassessmentgenre,anddifferenttothemoretraditional
exams,essays,andassignmentstheymaybeexpecting(Floresetal.,2015).Intheir
review of student perceptions of novel forms of assessment, Struyven and Devesa
(2016)identifythatstudentsmayresisttasksusingunfamiliargenres,perceivingsuch
tasksasincreasingtheirworkload(i.e.,theymustlearnthegenreaswellasthecontent),
alongsideconcernsthatstrategieswhichbroughtthemsuccessinthepastmaynotapply
equallytothenewtask.Inrelationtoportfolioassessmentitself,studiesexamining
studentperceptionsof theirassessmentexperienceswithindiversedisciplineareas
(physiotherapy,teachereducation,engineeringandEnglishforeignlanguage)found
thatstudentswereconcernedabout theamountof timeneeded tocreateportfolios
(Aydin,2010;Bevitt,2015,Jaeger&Adair,2015,Kuisma,2007;Struyven,Blieck,
Roeck, 2014). Students may find initial portfolio compilation stressful (Vaughan,
Florentine&Carter2014),withsomereportingthattheprocesscanactuallynegatively
impact on other aspects of their learning (Davis et al., 2009). How portfolios are
actuallyimplementedclearlymattersandcaninfluencestudentapproachestolearning,
aswellastheirlearningoutcomes(Segers,Gijbels,andThurlings,2008).Hence,itis
importanttounderstandnotonlyhowlecturerscommunicateassessmentexpectations
andscaffoldstudentengagementwithportfolioassessmenttasks(Dargusch,Harris,
Reid-Searl,&Taylor,2017),butalsohowstudentsunderstandandbringtheseresources
togethertosupporttheirownlearning.

In addition to student-level challenges, portfolio assessment may also have
implications for staffworkload.While feedback isvital,particularlyduring initial
experiencesofportfolio assessment (Segers et al., 2008), substantial lecturer time
isrequiredtoprovideformativefeedbackand/orsummativeevaluationinrelationto
potentiallylengthyportfolios.Additionally,withinengineeringcontexts,portfolios
often include evidence gained via collaborative learning experiences (e.g., team
projects). Hence, there is also instructor workload associated with setting up and
managingcollaborativelearninggroups, inadditionto timespentguidingstudents
about how to evidence outcomes from these collaborative projects within their
portfolios(Howard&Eliot,2012;Ribeiro,2011).Demandsoninstructorsarelikely
tobehighestduringstudents’firstencounterswithportfolioassessmentastheymay
needadditional support tounderstand requirementsanddevelop the reflectiveand
self-regulatedlearninghabitsthisgenrerequires.
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