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 ePortfolios for Study Abroad: Carleton College   

 

by Helena, Kaufman, Ph.D., Director, Off-Campus Studies (OCS), 

Carleton College. 

Scenario 

Carleton College is a small (approximately 2,000 students) liberal arts college in Northfield, 

Minnesota. Carleton has a long-standing tradition of sending students abroad. 70% of Carleton class 

of 2015 studied off-campus with students participating in 134 different programs in 47 countries. 

Among those students who choose to spend a term, a semester, or a year abroad, approximately 

60% do so by participating in Carleton faculty-led programs. The remaining 40% participate in 

programs led by other institutions or third-party providers. Carleton faculty-led programs are 

embedded in the curriculum, with faculty and departments maintaining strong ownership of their 

programs, ensuring rigorous academic standards consistent with the college curriculum and 

pedagogy, and situating disciplinary knowledge in global and cultural contexts.  

The Off-Campus Studies (OCS) ePortfolio is a pilot project designed for students returning from both 

Carleton and non-Carleton off-campus study experiences.  

What are you doing? 

The OCS electronic portfolio is intended to guide and support students in collecting evidence and 
articulating their global learning goals and accomplishments off and on campus. We imagine it as a 
kind of digital archive of student work and reflections focused on global experiences and collected 
over time. In addition to being an asset for anyone contemplating a career in which demonstrated 
cross-cultural and linguistic competencies are highly valued, OCS ePortfolio will help students: 

 Collect evidence of global learning during an OCS program and use that evidence as a basis for 

reflection and presentation 

 Develop digital presentation skills 

 Provide a bridge to fellowship applications and post-Carleton careers 

How are you doing it? 

The OCS ePortfolio pilot started in the spring 2015 with the recruitment of ten student volunteers from 
the pool of students scheduled to participate in OCS programs during fall 2015. Students were asked 
to apply by answering two questions: 
 

 Why would you like to participate in the project?  

 How would you like to use the ePortfolio?  
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Selected students were asked to dedicate 10-20 hours during winter 2016. The required time would 

include a 1.5-hour workshop during spring 2015, another 1.5-hour workshop during winter 2016, and 

additional work on their own time between spring 2015 and spring 2016. No credit would be awarded 

for this work. In addition to training and advising, Carleton would provide access to Carleton Campus 

Press (WordPress) platform and a private hosted domain once the projects are completed. The final 

format of the ePortfolio was left up to the students. The only requirements were to include a reflection 

section, provide at least one evidence of learning, and explicitly identify intended audience. 

 
Spring 2015: The ten volunteers selected represented different class years, different majors and 

participated in a wide variety of Carleton and non-Carleton programs during fall 2015.  During a short 

workshop in the spring 2015, students were introduced to the WordPress platform, the project goals, 

and the resources gathered on the OCS ePorfolio website. They were also asked to write a short 

essay addressing the following prompt: List the academic and personal goals and expectations that 

motivated you to select your study abroad program. What do you plan to accomplish? How will this 

experience complement and enhance your Carleton education?  

Fall 2015: While on their fall off-campus study programs, students were sent reminders and prompts 

through the Carleton WordPress platform.  

Winter 2016: Three sessions or mini-workshops were organized during winter 2016: 

Session 1 focused on:  

 Re-connecting with each other 

 Highlighting resources on the OCS ePortfolio website 

 Creating a short “elevator speech” about student experiences abroad 

 Clarifying goals for the OCS ePortfolio Project 

 Reviewing some more great ePortfolio examples 

 Learning more about how to use the OCS ePortfolio platform 

 Understanding the project timeline and getting the next ePortfolio assignment (two goals for 

the ePortfolio, collecting at least HALF of all the artifacts that students intended to use 

(pictures, videos, music, scans of artifacts such as tickets, menus, etc., course assignments 

such as reports, essays, blog posts, links to your other sites or other people’s sites), a draft of 

the ePortfolio structure – create categories, pages, or tags) 

 

Session 2 was a hands-on work on the ePortfolios conducted in a computer lab 

 

Session 3 consisted of three mini-workshops (20 minutes each): 

 Reflection on culture learning 

 Objectives of the language component(s) of the ePortfolio and the outline of basic framework 

that will support it 

 ePortfolio and Career Exploration. 
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Who is involved? 

The pilot project has been designed by Off-Campus Studies Office at Carleton with the help and input 

from: 

 Information Technology Services -- providing access and training to a specially designed Carleton 

Campus Press (WordPress) platform and a private hosted domain once the projects are 

completed. 

 Language Center, Career Center, Institutional Research and Assessment, and Dean of the 

College Office – helping with training on how to create an ePortfolio and collect artifacts, help with 

individual student goal articulation, access to guiding prompts and other resources, and providing 

advising and mini-workshops throughout the entire process. 

Why are you doing it? 

ePortfolios are widely used to document and assess student learning, demonstrate professional 

competencies, and present theoretical and practical skills in an engaging format. The main goal of the 

OCS ePortfolio project was to test the eportfolio as a viable instrument to help students reflect on and 

assess global learning, which is perceived at Carleton as a complex, life-long and life-wide process. 

The project seeks to explore ePortfolio’s effectiveness as it: 

 Documents learning 

 Evaluates what is known (assessment and self-assessment) 

 Stresses student agency in the learning process  

 Integrates curricular, co-curricular, and extra-curricular programming 

 Emphasizes cognitive processing 

 Offers opportunities to assess both portfolio content and portfolio use. 

What are the Challenges? 

The main challenges so far are clustered around the issues of the sustainability of the eportfolio as a 

long-term project. In this pilot iteration, the eportfolio has not been assigned to any specific course or 

requirement at Carleton. The following are the challenges and questions stemming from the 

eportfolio’s “volunteer” character and other that we have encountered: 

 How to integrate the eportfolio work into the study abroad experience and motivate students to 

use appropriate resources and collect artifacts during their study abroad sojourn? 

 Solution idea: OCS ePortfolio becomes a part of Carleton-led programs with guidance from the 

faculty director. There is credit assigned to these activities. 

 Instead of one 1.5-hour workshop during winter 2016, as originally planned, the eportfolio work 

required three different 1.5-hour sessions with students doing very little individual work in-

between. How to motivate students to attend sessions and work on the eportfolio during already 

full academic term at Carleton once they return?  

 Solution idea: Create a low-stakes (pass/fail) course for which credit can be awarded. 

 There are advantages and disadvantages to developing a fixed template for the eportfolio. How 

much choice should students have in designing the content of their eportfolios and how much 

should be determined by the goals set by Carleton?  
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 Should the eportfolio have a well-defined audience – such as employers – or can it be successful 
in a blended format that combines personal reflection, academic accomplishments, and 
transferable career skills? 

 How to best combine technical training (use of the specific software or platform) with content 
training and advising? 

 How to integrate the OCS ePortfolio project with other similar initiatives on campus? 

. 

Where is it heading? 

Going forward, we plan to: 

1) Complete the project with a campus-wide showcase of student work in the spring 2016 
2) Informally assess student projects and make decisions regarding the ePortfolio format and 

the intended audience 
3) Propose a 2 or 3-credit course for winter 2017 to make the ePortfolio a sustainable student 

activity on campus 
4) Create a formal assessment plan 
5) Discuss the longevity of the ePortfolio beyond the post-study abroad to include evidence of 

further global learning within the curriculum (courses, senior thesis) and beyond (fellowships, 
civic engagement, internships, etc.) 

6) Continue campus–wide conversation about the use and content of the ePortfolio 
 

 


