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KNOW THYSELF: THE IMPACT OF
PORTFOLIO DEVELOPMENT
ON ADULT LEARNING

JUDITH O. BROWN
Barry University

Thousands of years ago the Greeks carved above their temples the phrase “know thyself,” two
simple words that imply a lifetime of investigation. Throughout the ages philosophers and schol-
ars have emphasized the importance of self-knowledge as an outcome of learning. One teaching
strategy that facilitates self-knowledge among adult students is the creation of an experiential
learning portfolio. This study describes and explains how the development of such a portfolio
affected a diverse group of adult undergraduates. Qualitative inquiry methods were employed
within a case study design to obtain a detailed description of the portfolio experience from the
participants’perspectives. The findings suggest that portfolio development increased students’
understanding of what, why, and how they learned throughout their careers, enhanced their
communication and organization skills, and reinforced the importance of reflection in learning.

The influx of adults into college in the last 25 years has changed the demographics
of higher education in the United States and around the world (Cross, 1981; Flint,
1999; Kerka, 1995). Today, nearly 50 % of college students are adults (Davis, 1994;
Merriam & Caffarella, 1998). This dramatic shift in the student population has led
to equally dramatic changes in the academy’s approach to instructional delivery,
program design, and credit acquisition options (College Board/ETS, 1992;
Merriam & Brockett, 1997). Since the 1970s, experiential learning portfolios have
been used increasingly to address adult learners’ academic needs (Gamson, 1989;
Mayo & Thompson, 1995; Thomson, 1988; West, 1992). This type of portfolio can
be used for admissions, placement, course exemption, or to gain credits to facilitate
degree completion. In American institutions of higher learning, portfolios are
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created by learners primarily to acquire academic credits toward degree require-
ments. A 1998 survey of 1,135 higher education institutions in the United States
indicated that 55% were offering individualized portfolio assessment (Flint, 1999).

Student portfolios vary greatly in their presentation and purpose. Some under-
graduate portfolios include a compilation of students’work and progress in writing
classes during all or a portion of their academic careers. Others demonstrate the
learners’ best work or are designed to assess academic growth and development;
still others are employed to promote critical thinking and engage learners in
self-assessment (Arter, Spandel, & Culham, 1995; Wenzel, Briggs, & Puryear,
1998). The experiential learning portfolio discussed in this study is intended to doc-
ument adult students’ learning outcomes resulting from professional and commu-
nity activities. Students are asked to identify, analyze, evaluate, and communicate
experiences that led to learning. This kind of portfolio is relatively rare in its focus
on competency demonstration in broader academic disciplines without tying these
competencies to specific course equivalents. This more flexible format allows stu-
dents to actively participate in identifying and evaluating learning outcomes as well
as creatively express themselves in narrative form. Learning outcomes incidentally
result from the process itself.

This study investigates how the creation of this type of portfolio enhances and
engenders different kinds of learning. From its inception, the inclusion of portfolios
in adult degree programs has been controversial. The debate in the academy
revolves around the assessment of prior learning experiences and their equation to
knowledge gained in a formal educational setting (CAEL/ACE, 1993; Evans, 1993;
Eversoll, 1986; Halpern, 1994). Though most colleges and universities recognize
national academic and administrative assessment standards, skepticism remains,
especially among faculty who question the correlation of experiential learning out-
comes to those gained in college courses (Miller, 1991). This distrust may be due, in
part, to concerns over how institutions tailor their portfolio programs to their partic-
ular student body and regional accreditation criteria. With this debate over assess-
ment of prior learning taking center stage, discussions have rarely focused on the
potential or actual learning outcomes from portfolio development (Tucker &
Murphy, 1990).

RELATED LITERATURE

From the time Lindeman (1926) published his text, The Meaning of Adult Edu-
cation, educators have noted that adults bring a wealth of lived experiences into the
learning environment. Therefore, it is not surprising that many have argued for the
recognition and valuing of learners’experiences in teaching this student population
(Apps, 1991; Cross, 1981; Knowles, 1988). More specifically, three aspects of the
literature on learning and experience provide some insight into the kinds of learning
that might ensue from the process of portfolio development: (a) general learning
theories, particularly those associated with learning in adulthood; (b) models of
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learning from experience; and (c) a small set of studies that explore the learning out-
comes associated with the development of portfolios.

General Theories of Learning

The most common thread throughout the literature is that learning is complex,
multidimensional, and appears to be inextricably connected to the learner’s experi-
ences (Brookfield, 1991; Dewey, 1997; Knowles, 1984, 1988). Twentieth century
gestalt psychologists like Kohler (1957) stated that “learning takes place through an
act of insight” (p. 13) while the learner engages in and reflects on experiences. For
students creating portfolios, insight may occur through reflecting on and writing
about professional and personal experiences and result in greater self-knowledge.
Humanistic learning theorists also see learning as grounded in experience,
involving both affective and cognitive processes that lead to pervasive changes
(Maslow, 1970; Rogers, 1983). Similarly, the portfolio engages affective and cog-
nitive domains and can initiate an ubiquitous change in individuals’ perspectives
and attitudes.

Social learning theorists underscore the importance of the learner’s social con-
text (Bandura, 1970; Dewey, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978). Learning takes place not in
isolation but through observation and modeling in social settings such as the family,
the workplace, and schools. Bandura stresses the importance of social interaction,
observation of social roles, and the critical role of mentors in the learning process.
In student portfolios, the social settings of work and community as learning venues
are acknowledged and analyzed.

Theories of andragogy and self-directed learning also provide ideas relevant to
understanding learning outcomes potentially resulting from portfolio develop-
ment. Andragogy, as delineated by Knowles, (1984) is “the art of teaching of
adults” (p. 6). This theory, or philosophy of teaching and learning, includes the
assumption that adult students have a wealth of experiences that can serve as a
resource for learning. By exploring the learning that results from portfolio develop-
ment, we might better understand how these experiences serve to facilitate learn-
ing. Studies of self-directed learning, such as those conducted by Tough (1979),
indicate that the majority of learning projects by adults were “planned, imple-
mented, and evaluated primarily by the learners themselves” (Merriam & Brockett,
1997, p. 138). Through the creation of portfolios, students may become more aware
of their own self-directed learning as well as enhance their abilities to engage in fur-
ther self-directed learning projects in the future.

Another theory related to this study is Mezirow’s transformation theory, which
defines transformative learning as “the process of learning through critical
self-reflection” (Mezirow & Associates, 1990, p. xvi). Mezirow claims the adult
learning process involves “critical reflection and discourse in human communica-
tion, [resulting in] the transformative potential of our interpretive frames of refer-
ence” (1996, p. 158). Creating a portfolio necessitates that students engage in some

230 ADULT EDUCATION QUARTERLY / May 2002



degree of critical reflection as they identify, analyze, and evaluate their learning
experiences, potentially contributing to a transformation in their perspectives.

Models of Learning from Experience

There are several more specific models of learning from experience that are rele-
vant to the present study. Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning is by far the
most widely known and has been commonly used as a conceptual basis for many
portfolio programs. It consists of a four-stage cycle of learning beginning with the
learners’ concrete experience, followed by reflective observation on the nature and
meaning of the experience. This leads to the learners’ formulation of generaliza-
tions and theories about the experience and culminates with their active experimen-
tation and application of derived concepts in new situations (Baker & Kolb, 1990).

Boud’s work (1993a, 1993b) on experiential learning in workplace training and
other educational settings is likewise well known. He and his colleague proposed a
three-stage model that includes preparation for the experience in the learning
milieu, the experience itself, and reflection after the learning experience (Boud &
Walker, 1991). Boud underscored that how the learner makes meaning of experi-
ences is more important than the number of experiences. Accordingly, he empha-
sized the need to design instructional strategies around the learners’ interpretation
of experience because “learning outcomes of experience will be determined more
by learners than by the one who designed the experience or who assisted in reflec-
tion on it” (Boud & Walker, 1991, p. 33).

Other scholars have emphasized particular aspects of learning from experience.
For example, Cowan (1988) emphasized the role of the facilitator in the process and
Sorohan (1993) connected theories of cognitive psychology to the process. It is
interesting that many have cited the power of autobiographical writing, a strong
component of portfolios, in experiential learning (Brady, 1990; Dominice, 1990).

Learning Outcomes From Portfolio Development

Although studies on the use of portfolios with K-12 students, traditional age
undergraduates, and teachers are readily available in the literature (Addison &
VanDe Weghe, 1999; Lyons, 1999), little has been written on what adults learn as a
result of portfolio development. How does the process of creating a portfolio affect
student learning? Anecdotal reports and studies from universities with portfolio
programs (Charter Oak State College, 1997; Joerin & Gomes, 1998; White, 1995)
indicate that students increase their self-knowledge, communication, organiza-
tional, and reflective abilities. Position papers by administrators and faculty
involved in portfolio programs support these observations (Benshoff, 1993; Fisher,
1993). In Canada, an empirical study (Van Kleef, 2000) examined the records of
3,500 adult learners in seven institutions who had participated in portfolio assess-
ment. The findings support what many educators know from their own experience,
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that is, developing a portfolio supports not only identification of prior learning but
also leads to new learning outcomes.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this study was to describe adult students’ perspectives on the
learning that resulted from their creation of an experiential learning portfolio. More
specifically, the following questions were addressed:

1. How did developing a portfolio affect students’ understanding and appreciation of
what they learned in the workplace and community?

2. How did developing a portfolio affect students’understanding of the learning process
in their professional lives?

3. What types of learning resulted from the more concrete, technical aspects of con-
structing a portfolio?

METHODOLOGY

Qualitative techniques of inquiry (Berg, 1998; Janesick, 1994, 1998; Stake,
1995) were employed to produce a descriptive account of portfolio development
and learning outcomes from the perspectives of eight adult students. A case study
design allowed for an in-depth look at a particular setting, program, and group of
students (Patton, 1990; Stake, 1995). The institutional setting for the research was
Barry University’s School of Adult and Continuing Education (ACE) in Miami,
Florida, where nearly 80% of adult undergraduate students develop an experiential
learning portfolio. The school was created in the mid-1970s, and like other pro-
grams of that era, ACE’s purpose was to provide a nontraditional undergraduate
degree for a growing number of adult students. Flexible class schedules, evening
and weekend courses, open admissions, and the opportunity to gain credits toward
degree completion from prior experiential learning all contributed to this goal.
Since its inception, over 10,000 adults at ACE have completed bachelor degrees
with a portfolio component.

The Portfolio Program

ACE portfolios primarily represent learning acquired through professional work
experiences and participation in professional and community activities. A required
portfolio seminar introduces students to the development process and provides
them with instructional modules and a sample portfolio. Students receive further
assistance from their academic advisors throughout the development phase.

Portfolios are extensive documents averaging between 70 and 100 pages and
consisting of five major sections. The Introductory Section contains a goal state-
ment focused on reasons for entering or reentering college. The next section contains
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the Experiential Learning Resume, in which students list college-level equivalent
learning experiences according to nationally recognized criteria (Keeton, 1992;
Whitaker, 1989). In the following section, the Learning Assessment Worksheet,
students elaborate on each position and activity listed in their resumes, identifying
learning outcomes related to but distinct from their experiences. For example, if a
student lists the development of a policy and procedure manual as part of her/his
experience in a given position, then the learning that resulted from this experience
may be communication and critical thinking skills.

The Worksheet becomes the outline for the Autobiographical Learning Essay.
Students communicate, in narrative form, what they learned, why they learned, and
how they applied their learning, using Kolb’s model as a guide (Baker & Kolb,
1990). At the end of the essay, they equate their learning to the broad goals of aca-
demic disciplines rather than to specific courses.

The final part of the portfolio is documentation. Students must provide reliable
and valid documentation of their experiences and learning elaborated in the other
sections, to receive credit. ACE’s full-time faculty evaluate students’ learning in
portfolios using a competency-based system. These individual assessments are pre-
sented to a faculty portfolio committee for final determination of credits.

Study Participants

Six of the study participants were purposively selected from a pool of 20 stu-
dents who had piloted new instructional materials for portfolio development from
1997 to 1998. The remaining 2 participants were selected to give equal, rather than
proportional, representation to males and females. Additional criteria included the
following: (a) all students had completed their portfolios within 6 months of the
interviews, (b) they were within 6 months of graduation or had recently graduated,
and (c) they came from one of the school’s four major ethnic/ racial groups (African
American, Caribbean Black, Caucasian, Hispanic). Although we wished to ensure
representation of each ethnic/racial group, the small number of participants pre-
cluded any analysis of ethnic or racial differences in the portfolio experience.
Table 1 provides a list of the participants (using pseudonyms) and relevant demo-
graphic information.

Data Collection and Analysis

Two primary sources of data were used: portfolio documents and interviews
with the study participants. I also kept a researcher’s reflective journal that proved
critical in the identification of the findings (Eisner, 1998; Janesick, 1998). I con-
ducted two interviews of each participant on a one-on-one basis over a 4-month
period. I read each student’s portfolio prior to the interview; this enabled me to indi-
vidualize the semi-structured interview questions and provided a point of reference

Brown / PORTFOLIOS AND ADULT LEARNING 233



for the conversation. Assurances of anonymity and the ability to withdraw from the
study at any time were made clear to the participants from inception to completion
of the study (Kvale, 1996).

The audiotapes were transcribed and the 2 participants reviewed their tran-
scribed responses to allow member check of content validity and reliability. I also
employed peer reviews by faculty portfolio evaluators to support the descriptive
validity, congruency, and reliability of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The data were analyzed according to grounded theory procedures (Creswell,
1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1997). Constant comparative analysis and open coding of
each data source was begun during data collection and continued after the comple-
tion of all interviews. Each evening following an interview, I replayed the recorded
tape and wrote comments in my journal about the responses. After a few sessions, I
began to discover similar ideas among the different participants. Eventually, this
process led to the identification of themes and subthemes from the portfolios and
the interviews. I then employed axial coding between sources to collapse and con-
nect the initial themes (Creswell, 1998). This procedure resulted in the identifica-
tion of the major findings about learning outcomes associated with portfolio
development.

FINDINGS

Three major findings that will be discussed in this section include: (a) a marked
increase in the participants’ self-knowledge after portfolio development; (b) a
greater recognition of the value of learning from work and from mentors; and (c)
improved communication and organization skills, and greater appreciation of the
role of reflection in recognizing learning.
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TABLE 1

Pseudonyms and Demographics of the Study Participants

Ethnic/
Name Gender Cultural Background Profession Age

Kenyatta Female African American Supervisor/Waste Mgmt. County Govt. 35
Luther Male African American Inspector/Housing County Govt. 42
Antoinette Female Caribbean/Black Haitian Manager/Health Clinic 39
Churchill Male Caribbean/Black Trinidad Regional Sales Mgr./Fortune 500 Co. 42
Ginger Female Caucasian Head Nurse/Emergency Room 45
Carl Male Caucasian Supervisor/DOT County Govt. 38
Marcia Female Hispanic Cuba Human Resources/City Govt. 55
Juan Male Hispanic Puerto Rico Manager/Computer Co. 32



Increase in Self-Knowledge

Participants’ perspectives on their professional and educational lives changed
after developing a portfolio. Students expressed: (a) increased recognition of all they
had accomplished in the course of their careers, and (b) a new sense of self-discovery
and personal empowerment to achieve future goals.

Accomplishments. All of the participants increased their awareness of their
accomplishments in the workplace. Luther noted with amazement: “It made me
realize that I had accomplished much more in life than I realized. It made me more
cognizant of my abilities and that I could do different things, that I had so much
knowledge. . . . ”

When I asked Mariela if her perception of herself changed after portfolio devel-
opment, she expressed it this way: “Developing a portfolio changed my whole per-
ception of my professional and personal life accomplishments. [Through] this pro-
cess I discovered abilities acquired through my years of work experience that I
didn’t even realize I possessed.”

Self-discovery and empowerment. In terms of self-discovery and empowerment,
Juan noted that “It’s just something that you do even if you don’t get credit for it—
you learn so much about yourself.” Churchill was beaming when he said: “It sort of
gave me more pep in my step and actually gave me a sense of pride. . . . It really gave
me a sense of empowerment, and I shared it with my wife, my brother, my boss. . . . I
shared it with everyone.” The self-assured Ginger went further in her comments.
She experienced the completion of a portfolio as the achievement of an important
personal goal. Poised on the edge of her chair, she vividly described her feeling:

It really made me stop and think. You know, well, I’m not so bad, I am really a pretty
neat person. It reinforced my belief in myself. It made me remember how I started
and . . . the steps I have taken along the way, certain things that I have done that I
haven’t thought about in years. I tend to get so caught up in everyday situations that I
forget that I ever did something, you know, fifteen years ago.

Value of Learning Through Work and Mentors

The second finding was the participants’ increased recognition of learning in the
workplace, including: (a) the value of learning through work experiences, and (b)
the role of mentors in one’s life and learning.

Learning through work. All participants commented on the importance of work
as a source of learning and of development. For Ginger, reflecting on her work life
during portfolio development confirmed her belief that “there is no textbook that
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can replace hands-on experience.” In our first interview she said: “I have been a
nurse for 24 years. . . . I think that it does everyone good to stop at one point or
another in their life no matter where they are. The portfolio came at a time in my life
when I needed to know that I’d done a good job.”

Carl also discussed his opinions about the value of learning from work experi-
ences. We were talking about college and work experiences and how his department
in county government required both a degree and experience to secure a permanent
supervisory position. He was emphatic when he said:

I am a very firm believer that you can go to a college all day [and yet] you will learn
ninety percent of knowledge and skills out in the real world. You know that’s why
when the portfolio was brought to my attention, it was very interesting that someone
actually wanted to know what I’ve learned in my life and give me credits for it—to me
it was a plus—actually someone read what I did and said “yes, he is knowledgeable.”

The portfolio process helped the participants realize how work affected their devel-
opment as adults. Antoinette said:

I was thinking [after writing the portfolio] that I had worked at one company for four-
teen years. So from a young adult I became a woman through working with that partic-
ular company. I knew where I had started, where I was [when I left] and that I had
moved up, but I never looked at in this way. What the portfolio made me realize was
that I was much more mature, more confident. I never looked at myself as somebody
who was special in a way.

Juan echoed her sentiments when he declared:

You sit down and you say, “Wow, I have lived thirty-something years; what has really
made a difference in my life? What has made me who I am today? What are the influ-
ences and who were the people and [what are] the jobs that have influenced me?”
That’s the perspective that it gives you; a chance to review your entire life and figure
out who you are today.

Mentors. The participants again shared common experiences as they spoke of
the importance of mentors and mentoring. Juan, Ginger, Carl, Luther, and Churchill
mentioned the women and men who helped them throughout their lives. For Luther
his first job mentor, CC, had a tremendous influence on him:

When I graduated from high school, I looked around me and all I saw were bright, in-
telligent minds going to waste. With my mentor, CC, in July of 1974, we created Teen
King, Inc., a youth self-help organization. Most programs during that time wanted to
teach teens in a classroom and try to find them jobs. The kids in these programs never
got to see past entry-level positions. They never got to see what they could be, what
they could aspire to. That’s what CC and I wanted to do. With [CC’s] support we
[found] a former restaurant, negotiated a lease, did some remodeling, and introduced
the first teen disco in the county.
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Antoinette and Kenyatta also had influential mentors in their work lives.
Kenyatta’s first manager was especially important because of her low self-esteem
when she entered the work force. She reported that she had little confidence in her-
self when she took a job with the county. She only had a high school education and a
GED at that. She was pensive as she talked about that period of her life:

Before our department got so vast, [the director] used to come around and he used to
interact with a lot of people. He’d say [to me], “You know, you’re very intelligent, a lit-
tle rough around the edges, but you have potential.” He was my mentor and because of
him I got promoted to a lead worker . . . [with] more responsibility. He would talk to
me weekly asking, “How are things going?” When they had big meetings with [man-
agement] I was actually invited in to give a presentation from the worker’s point of
view. So he motivated me a great deal . . . because getting a GED made me feel like I
hadn’t really accomplished anything and it really lowered my self-esteem.

When Kenyatta attained her first supervisory position, she incorporated her men-
tor’s management style into her own. In her portfolio, she wrote, “I encouraged my
staff to be part of the solution, not just the problem. I believed by getting them in-
volved in the decision-making process, and making them know they were impor-
tant to the unit promoted motivation.”

Antoinette was also influenced greatly by her first boss who was a mentor for
work and a role model for school:

My ex-boss had come from a New York ghetto—Harlem. He said that from where he
had come it had been a long road [to get through work and college]. I wouldn’t have to
do it as hard as he had to, because I was in a different setting [and] time, and opportuni-
ties were there for me to go to school. So he was a great influence on me wanting to
move up in my career and finish school.

Their experiences in this area support the ideas of social learning theorists who
stress the importance of role models and mentors in one’s social setting—work,
school, and so on—as a critical factor in the learning process (Bandura, 1970;
Vygotsky, 1978). In addition, the personal insights experienced as a result of the
portfolio development process, the change of behavior, and the self-knowledge
gained through reflection on prior experiences echo the ideas of gestalt psychology,
andragogy, and transformative learning (Kohler, 1957; Knowles, 1984; Mezirow &
Associates, 1990).

Improved Competencies

The third finding includes the participants’ enhanced communication and orga-
nizational skills, and their recognition of the importance of reflection in learning.

Communication. Without exception, the study participants described an increase
in organizational and written communication skills as a result of the portfolio
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process. Carl was especially proud of his improved writing skills; it gave him “con-
fidence in his ability to write.” Ginger showed a sophisticated understanding of the
structure and style of autobiography when she commented:

I would like to continue to write. I mean, I enjoyed it. I wanted the person who sat
down to read my portfolio, I wanted to grasp one hundred percent of that person’s at-
tention. I didn’t want them to be like [saying] “next page, next page.” I wanted them to
feel what I felt. . . . I wanted them to know where I’d been and how I felt when I was
there. I mean I hadn’t written other autobiographies [and] I wanted someone to know
that this is a story about me. Not just I, I, I.

Juan emphasized how important writing about his work responsibilities and com-
petencies became for him when he said, “Since writing the portfolio I am beginning
to journal my accomplishments at work. It means so much more once you put it in
writing.” His response surprised me as I had not expected any of the participants to
continue the process of reflective writing beyond completing the portfolio.

Organization. Carl summed up the participants’ views on gaining increased
organizational skills in this way:

. . . it reinforced organization, definitely because it made me organize what I wanted to
put on paper . . . it made me sit down and think of what I wanted to do before I actually
did it. Reading the directions and looking at the [instructional] modules that stated this
has to go from present to past not past to present, etc., made the process heavy on orga-
nizational skills for me.

Other participants confirmed the acquisition of better organizational skills as a con-
sequence of portfolio development. Churchill’s remarks were illustrative of the oth-
ers when he remarked, “I guess it helped me focus on my experience and organize it
on paper. This has allowed me to see what my learning process was all about.”

Reflection. Before portfolio development, the participants saw themselves pri-
marily as “doers,” rarely analyzing how they got from place A to place B. The port-
folio process helped them understand how their learning took place due to the need
to critically analyze, organize, evaluate, and write about their learning from experi-
ences. Mariela spoke about being too busy to take the time to appreciate how one
advances and grows in life. She said that prior to developing her portfolio, she only
thought about these things “when there was a problem and you’re trying to find out
what happened. It’s a fast-paced life we live in but with this—the portfolio—it was
nice because, you know, you start taking the time to reflect.” The reflective element
of the portfolio development process helped her appreciate how she grew, through
training and experience, in her professional and personal life. Churchill also said he
became more reflective on the job as a result of the portfolio development experi-
ence. He expressed it this way:
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I think in my jobs [that] I was just moving as opposed to reflecting. If I did reflect it
was rather quickly because I was into performance . . . but portfolio development has
started a process in me of being more aware of what I’m doing on the job.

Kenyatta had a similar response:

I think I have always had a systematic way of doing things that I never put a value on
until I had to sit down, reflect on it and systematically go through it. I guess I’ve al-
ways done it before, but reflecting on it and actually giving value to it is what I was
able to do by doing the portfolio.

The portfolio, due to its very nature, required the participants to step back and
deeply reflect on their personal and professional lives. All the study participants ex-
pressed, in varying degrees of intensity, a transformation in how they viewed them-
selves and their professional lives. This awareness affected their behavior. For ex-
ample, Kenyatta was more confident after portfolio development. She took more
risks in expressing her ideas in meetings. Ginger, Luther and Juan were also more
confident of their ability to reach future goals.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to understand the learning outcomes of the portfo-
lio development process. The findings further our appreciation of the portfolio as an
instructional strategy for adults by documenting its ability to produce learning out-
comes beyond the identification of prior learning.

Self-Knowledge as Learning

Educational researchers have noted the influence of in and out of classroom
experiences on the growth and development of college students in both cognitive
and affective domains—an important goal of higher education (Graham &
Donaldson, 1996; Kuh, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). The findings of this
study strongly suggest that the creation of an experiential portfolio promotes self-
knowledge and personal growth among adult learners. Examination of previous
experiences provides students with valuable information about their learning pro-
cess. As one participant, Churchill, said: “Well, I wish I had my portfolio before,
because I would employ me! It helped me focus on my experiences and competen-
cies and organize them on paper. This has allowed me to see what my learning pro-
cess was all about.”

Brady (1990) asks in his discussion on learning through autobiography:

Is this not our destiny as human beings: to learn, to grow, to come to know ourselves
and the meanings of our life in the deepest, richest, most textured way possible? If we
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do not know the self, what can we know? If we cannot learn from reflection from our
own lived experiences, from what can we learn? (p. 51)

He further concludes that self-examination and the resulting self-knowledge is “not
a function of mere self-interest . . . to the contrary, it is an important and perhaps
even necessary condition for learning about other human beings” (p. 50). Thus, the
self-knowledge gained through portfolio development might be used as a basis for
greater understanding and appreciation of the lives and perspectives of others. In
this way, portfolio development could serve as a valuable means of preparing stu-
dents to engage in other kinds of learning typically associated with higher educa-
tion, particularly in the humanities and social sciences, as well as the professions.

Role of Writing in Learning

Writing enabled the participants, in the tradition of “writing across the curricu-
lum” advocates like Janet Emig (1977), to learn about themselves from the process
of organizing, analyzing, evaluating, and writing about their experiential learning.
Luther summed this up when he said: “It’s always a surprise when you actually put
in writing those things that you’ve done, always a way of learning more.” The study
findings support the use of portfolios as a means of improving writing skills and, in
addition, as a tool for reflection and learning. The faculty portfolio evaluator (P. M.
Feito, personal communication, April 9th, 1999) who authored the portfolio in-
structional module on the development of the autobiographical learning essay,
commented:

Portfolio autobiographical learning essays can be designed to integrate the formal
structure of expository essay writing. As such, writing the portfolio can act as an as-
sessment instrument that both validates prior learning while reinforcing college-level
writing skills. Students learn more about themselves in the process of writing. They
produce more than just a chronological list of professional and community learning
experiences. They also learn from the synthesis and analysis of their experiences in
the writing process.

The importance of writing as a tool for learning cannot be overestimated. We
make sense of ideas and experiences in a more profound way by writing about
them. However, many students may view academic writing as tedious or intimidat-
ing. Portfolios increase students’ motivation to write by giving them the opportu-
nity to “write with enthusiasm about topics that interest them and that are relevant to
their careers” (Weinberg, 1993). Such enthusiasm and interest is reflected in Carl’s
comment: “You know, just to see what I’ve done in each job and how I’ve learned it
in my life is so interesting. I would have never thought of it—never! Oh, [I said to
myself], that’s how I learned it. I remember now. I really had to think about it and
put it down on paper.”
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The study participants also spoke about how the process of writing a portfolio
had significance for them in the areas of transformation, expression, and audience.
Like Ginger, most made a conscious and literary effort to do more than chronologi-
cally narrate their professional lives. They sought to describe who they are and how
they became the persons they are. Herein lies the power of the portfolio as an expos-
itory writing tool.

Transformative Learning
and Portfolio Development

Mezirow (1990) aptly defined transformative learning, whether it takes place
within professional, personal, or educational settings, as “the process of learning
through critical self-reflection, which results in the reformulation of a meaning per-
spective to allow a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative understanding of
one’s experience. Learning includes acting on these insights” (p. xvi). The findings
indicate that the participants experienced varying degrees of transformative learn-
ing through the portfolio development process. The students acted upon their new-
found insights in their professional and personal lives. Kenyatta was more confi-
dent of herself in meetings, because she had a “blueprint” of her past performances
that helped her take more risks in expressing her ideas. Ginger, who was aware of
her professional goals prior to completing her portfolio, received a necessary con-
firmation of her future direction and added assurance that she could reach her career
aspirations. While these transformative learning outcomes were not always dra-
matic, the increased value that students placed on reflection suggests that they might
be more inclined to engage in critical reflection—and tranformative learning—in
the future.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH

In my experience with over 5,000 students who have developed portfolios, not
everyone experiences the same degree of learning as the study respondents. How-
ever, for the great majority of students, the outcomes described by the participants
are unexpected and welcomed results of the development process. The study find-
ings raise a number of important research questions for further exploration.

One area of inquiry relates to the concerns expressed about the academic abili-
ties and achievement of students who earn undergraduate degrees with a portfolio
component. The participants in this study seemed to gain valuable knowledge and
skills that might be useful in their further academic work, both at the undergraduate
and even graduate levels. Future research might investigate the effects of portfolio
development on students’ future academic plans and accomplishments. Similarly,
studies could explore the impact of portfolio development on students’ subsequent
work-related learning and career advancement.
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Another area of future inquiry concerns the views of faculty evaluators on the
learning outcomes of portfolio development. For the thousands of students that
develop experiential learning portfolios, there are thousands of faculty who support
these learners and evaluate their portfolios. What kinds of learning outcomes do
faculty members observe in their contact with students and their review of portfo-
lios? How do they compare or equate it to traditional classroom learning? How are
faculty’s views of learning affected by their participation in this “nontraditional”
approach to the identification and assessment of learning? From my experience
with dozens of faculty evaluators, such research could yield useful information for
faculty development as well as for the improvement of portfolio assessment
practices.

Given the increasingly diverse adult college population, a third area for future
research concerns the significance of attributes such as age, gender, and ethnicity/
race in the learning outcomes of portfolio development. The learning outcomes
described by these students—in this local context—seemed to transcend their vary-
ing demographic characteristics. This is contrary to the literature of the 1980s and
1990s that identifies dissimilar ways of knowing among men, women, and different
ethnic/racial groups. However, a more recent study asserts that the process of
reflection takes place in similar ways for individuals regardless of culture (Buckley,
1999). The somewhat structured nature of the portfolio development process also
may account for some of the similarity of responses. Additional research with
larger numbers of students is needed to more adequately explore these issues of
diversity in learning preferences and outcomes.

A final recommendation is for research on the learning outcomes of portfolio
development in different college and university programs. As noted previously,
there are hundreds of colleges and universities that offer portfolio programs, but the
literature on these programs consists primarily of position papers, opinion papers,
and anecdotal information from program administrators. More rigorous research
might investigate the learning outcomes of different types of portfolio programs,
with different populations.

CONCLUSION

Adult students and undergraduate programs designed to serve them will con-
tinue to challenge the academy. The growing numbers of adult students are contrib-
uting to the idea that the “university experience must now be viewed as an inte-
grated component of the broader mosaic of the student’s life. The information
presented, the in-class methods of engagement, and the outcome assessment activi-
ties must reflect a sensitivity to the wider range of learning experiences of the
[adult] student” (Jackson, 1992, p. 2). Educators intent on categorizing academic
learning in terms of traditional tests and measurements may view portfolio assess-
ment as just “too clumsy, subjective . . . and time consuming for everyone”
(Mandell, 2000, p. 41). Yet Kolb (1991) reminds us that “learning is big,” too big to
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fit neatly into quantifiable compartments. The findings of this small study only
begin to suggest the expansive nature of this learning, once it is documented and
expressed with tools such as portfolios.

In particular, institutions of higher learning can rise to the occasion by investi-
gating new ways of assessing learning such as competency-based portfolios used at
ACE that are not wedded to course-equivalency models. This type of portfolio pro-
cess, out of the “grip of the course-equivalency model” (Travis, 1995) encourages
reflection and written expression rather than reducing experiential learning to pre-
determined units of knowledge. For if, as Brady declares, “learning is essentially
the seeking after knowledge . . . and the struggle to adapt, survive, and make mean-
ing of human life, can we, without terrible risk, sidestep self-knowledge . . . ?
(p. 50).” I think not and therefore encourage greater attention to experiential learn-
ing portfolios on the part of adult education scholars as well as practitioners.
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