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Abstract
This paper provides an overview of problems and challenges at Utrecht University, related to the implementation of an electronic portfolio as an instrument of students’ academic and professional development. Firstly the concept of portfolio in higher education is introduced. After covering the research method and the results of an empirical study, the results of a literature study of problems in the use of (electronic) portfolios in higher education are described. At last the results of the research will be related to the outcomes of the literature study.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Portfolio in higher education
About two decades ago portfolios appeared on the scene in higher education. Ever since different definitions of a portfolio have been presented. These differences reflect probably the authors’ paradigm of teaching and learning. Whereas some definitions exclude assessment, others include it as an important function of portfolios (cf. Barrett 2005). Some authors estimate on collaborative analysis and define a portfolio as a “flexible, evidence-based tool that engages students in a process of continuous reflection and collaborative analysis of learning. (…) the portfolio captures the scope, richness, and relevance of students’ learning. The portfolio focuses on purposefully and collaboratively selected reflections and evidence for both improvement and assessment of students’ learning” (Zubizaretta 2004). While other authors (like Van Tartwijk et al 2004) avoid a “definition discourse” and focus on the different purposes of an electronic portfolio, resulting in various types of portfolios: 
Assessment portfolios
When a portfolio is used for assessment purposes only, portfolios are usually organised around items such as the students’ own products, evaluations, photographs and video-recordings. To guarantee that the students provide assessors with all the necessary information, sometimes a list may be supplied containing items required for inclusion in the portfolio. Students use the portfolio to prove their competence. To be convincing they must include information such as their coaches’ evaluations or certain key products. 
Showcase portfolios
Where students are free to determine the content of their portfolios, they most often tend to display examples of their best work or evaluations of that work. These are usually referred to as showcase portfolios and resemble those compiled by artists and architects. Students may use showcase portfolios for a number of purposes, such as introducing themselves to potential employers. 
Development portfolios
A portfolio may also be designed as an instrument to keep track of and plan a student’s development. In such a case it is referred to as a development portfolio. The point of departure here could be a summary of what the student should master in order to obtain a degree. The student can then use the portfolio to note work done on competences or roles, the results of such work, and the planned nature and direction of further development. Obviously the use of development portfolios only makes sense where there is room for individual development. If all students take the same courses, try to achieve the same goals and are tested in the same way, more efficient systems than a development portfolio are available for tracking and planning the development of students. 
Reflective portfolios
When portfolios are used for the purposes of monitoring student development, it is important to know how students themselves evaluate and analyse it. Therefore it is crucial that portfolios used in this way contain written reflections by the students. These reflections are usually organised around the competences the student should master. Students are asked to reflect on how their accomplishments relate to their goals. 
Combinations
Portfolios are usually used for a number of different purposes and in that case possess characteristics of each of the typical portfolios described above. 

Although (electronic) portfolios have been used in higher education for several years, there are still problems occurring in daily practice.
1.2. Context
In 2002 Utrecht University decided to implement a digital portfolio system. The university aimed to provide flexible, demand driven education. Within the set requirements of cohesion and standards, students should have considerable freedom to put together their own study programmes, transcending disciplinary boundaries if they wish. Utrecht University also attaches great importance to its students’ academic development. In line with various university educational traditions (i.e. teaching to think, investigate and put into practice), students are required during their studies to develop in intellectual, academic and professional regard, attaining the level required of a bachelors or masters degree. 

Students do not acquire the requisite intellectual, academic and professional expertise according to fixed patterns. We know that interdisciplinary education stimulates intellectual development, single-discipline education the development of knowledge and understanding of a particular subject area, and dual education professional development. We also know that under certain conditions students are able to learn a great deal through active forms of work, authentic experiences and social interaction, that development is a Know-Can-Do process, that expertise does not come from studying a subject and having a shot at it in practice but rather from a rationally planned curriculum, and that a curriculum can only be effective if the institution in question and the climate of the study programme are in tune with it. Moreover, students do not develop purely within the context of their studies but also outside them (i.e. informal learning) and therefore have their own learning aims.

Against this background Utrecht University decided to implement a digital portfolio system designed to perform three functions in any particular curriculum. The first function deals with testing students’ intellectual, academic and professional development. At the end of a bachelors degree programme, students’ portfolios should contain the kind of material demonstrating that during their studies they have evolved into an intellectual and a professional worthy of the designation ‘academic’. The second function is designed to monitor students’ intellectual and academic development. Portfolios should include the possibility of critically tracking students’ academic development during their studies and, where necessary, tweaking it in good time. Finally, the third function is designed to stimulate students’ intellectual and academic development. Their portfolios should be integrated into their studies and used in such a way that they are coaxed into reflecting on their own academic development, at the same time enabling teachers, supervisors and fellow students to give them individual, effective feedback on their development. The fact that Utrecht University decided on digital rather than paper portfolios was primarily due to the logistic and practical advantages involved. 
 
By now practically all degree course programmes at Utrecht University have worked with digital portfolios. The reports vary: there is some enthusiasm but this is certainly not unqualified. Educational advisers at the IVLOS Institute of Education, also involved in the implementation of electronic portfolios, have analysed the situation to gain a clearer view of the extent of the problems and challenges at issue.
1.3. Objectives
An exploratory enquiry sought answers to two principal questions:

	What problems involving Utrecht University’s portfolios need to be addressed?

How are these problems related to difficulties and constraints associated with the use of portfolios in higher education described in literature? 

Not only did the researchers try to gain an idea of the problems encountered during spring 2005, they also attempted to place them in a policy perspective by defining their extent and gravity.

After covering the research method (section 2) and the results of an empirical study (section 3), the results of a literature study of problems in the use of (electronic) portfolios in higher education are described. Finally the empirical results are related to the outcomes of the literature study (section 5).
2. Method

This study aims at a comparison of the results of an empirical study with the results of a literature study.
2.1 Empirical study
In an exploratory enquiry problems related to the implementation of the electronic portfolio at Utrecht University were investigated. For this purpose a bottom up procedure was used. The researchers drew up a questionnaire for the enquiry, simply entitled Inventory of Portfolio Problems (‘IPP’), which itemized fourteen problem areas affecting the university’s digital portfolios and their use. For each problem (or cluster of problems) respondents were able to indicate the degree of their recognition of it by ticking one of three words: ‘fully’, ‘partly’ or ‘not’. They could also indicate that they had no experience of it, or that it was not applicable to the programme(s) about which they were being surveyed. 

The list was based on experiences of IVLOS educational advisers who are and were involved with the implementation and fine-tuning of digital portfolios across a wide range of degree course programmes. Informal discussions were also held with representatives of various study programmes who were in a position to speak with authority about the portfolio situation in their own environments. Problems that these sources presented as connected issues have been included as clusters of problems in the questionnaire. 

Through a member check the problems were then submitted to about 25 degree course programmes in the form of separate statements. This included a written discussion placing the problem clusters in an educational context and listing a number of recommendations. In addition to the answers indicated above, the questionnaire allowed respondents to explain every one of their answers, which they did extensively. The questionnaire concluded with two open questions. The first was a request to add any problems that did not appear on the list and the second was an appeal for additions and improvements to the suggested recommendations. 

From the answers of the respondents (policy assistants, portfolio coordinators, study programme directors) data was thus assembled about the following programmes: 

	Combined arts and letters programmes 

Liberal Arts & Sciences
Pharmacy (masters phase)
Information management
Physics
Geo-sciences
Psychology
Administrative and policy studies
Physiotherapy studies
Medicine
Medical internships
Nursing studies

In analysing the data the researchers concentrated on the frequency of the problems that occurred. Their paper lists the results in order of frequency, i.e. most frequently recognised problems (at least in part) appearing first. Although it must be noted that the number of respondents was too small to permit statistical assessment, they also looked at possible differences between academic fields. For this paper these differences are not relevant and therefore not mentioned. Accompanying the results are respondents’ written explanations to their scores, intended as qualitative data. 
2.2. Literature study
Two databases were used for searching relevant information about problems in using (electronic) portfolios in higher education:
	Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC)

Omega database Utrecht University. This database contains about ten million articles, published in scientific magazines (e.g. Assessment in education, Education for Information and Innovative Higher Education).

The following search preferences were used in both databases:
	Portfolio in Title

challeng* or obstacle* or constrain* or problem* in Abstract

Furthermore, in the ERIC-database ‘Higher-Education’ was used as a descriptor. In the Omega-database the discipline “social sciences” was used to make a selection. In addition, the Omega search concerned the period 1998-2005.

Seventy articles on portfolio problems were collected and examined by abstract analysis. If an article focused on only one problem, like rater reliability (Van der Schaaf et al 2005) or detailed time-consuming technical problems (Pecheone et al 2005), it was put aside. In the end ten articles were selected for the comparison (cf. Table 5.1). Some of these also comprise conditions for success with portfolios. Since problems are the opposite of conditions for success, the success conditions have been translated into obstacles and challenges.

3. Results empirical study

Firstly the recognised problems are described briefly and presented in order of frequency. Secondly, the problems are weighted. 
3.1. Problems in order of frequency
Respondents recognised – at least in part – an average of six out of fourteen clusters of problems presented to them, ranging from two problems to twelve. Half of the respondents recognised four to six problems. 


Table 3.1: problems in order of frequency

Problem area
Total
Complete*
Partly**
	Criteria for assessment

7
6
1
	Stimulating reflection

7
5
2
	Tutoring development

7
3
4
	Providing credits

6
6
-
	Status in program

6
6
-
	Embedded in curriculum

6
4
2
	Change management

6
4
2
	Development and skills

6
2
4
	Facilitating skills development

5
4
1
	Value of adding assessed products

4
4
-
	Technical aspects

4
3
1
	Ownership and demands faculty 

3
3
-
	Rater reliability 

3
3
-
	Value academic development

2
0
2

* Complete = number of respondents which recognise a problem completely 
** Partly = number of respondents which recognise a problem partly

The researchers defined a problem as a common problem if at least five respondents have recognised it partly.
3.1.1. Criteria for assessment
The first and most recognised problem is the lack of clear and transparent criteria for assessing portfolios. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Tutors do not have transparent and clear criteria for assessing a portfolio. Not having a certain standard, they find it difficult to assess very different portfolios. Tutors want standardisation. This might contradict the principle of a student being the owner of his of her portfolio (and subsequently the autonomous constructor and designer of this portfolio – see ‘Ownership and demands faculty’’).

Seven respondents recognise this problem (about 60%), six completely and one partly. Three respondents do not recognise the problem (25%). Two respondents withhold a judgement. 
3.1.2. Stimulating reflection
The second problem is stimulating reflection. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

In some programs the portfolio is (a. o.) a reflection tool. Tutors have difficulty in facilitating reflection. It is not a self-evident part of their image of teaching; as little as it is a self-evident part of their students’ image of learning. Students look at reflection as something difficult and complex and see no point in doing it.

Seven respondents recognise this problem (about 60%), five completely, two partly. Two respondents do not recognise the problem (about 15%). Three respondents withhold a judgement. 
3.1.3. Tutoring development
The third problem has to do with tutoring academic development. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

The portfolio is used to provide insight in the development of students’ competences. At the same time there is not much tutoring available (or even absent). Furthermore, tutors are not enough equipped to guide students in a proper way. 

Seven respondents recognise this problem (about 60%), three completely, four partly. Four respondents do not recognise the problem (about 35%). One respondent withholds a judgement. 
3.1.4. Providing credits
The fourth problem concerns the provision of credits. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Constructing and keeping a portfolio is compulsory. Students do not always receive credits for it, although credits are very important for bachelor students at a university. Constructing and keeping a portfolio, without getting credits for it, hinders the adoption of the portfolio. 

Six respondents recognise this problem (50%). Three respondents do not recognise the problem (25%). The other three respondents withhold a judgement (25%). 
3.1.5. Status in program
The fifth problem is related to the status of the portfolio in the program. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Students and tutors do not have the impression that the portfolio is taken seriously as an instrument for education. 

Six respondents recognise this problem (50%). Five respondents do not recognise the problem (about 40%). One respondent withholds a judgement. 
3.1.6. Embedded in curriculum
The sixth problem concerns the way the portfolio is embedded in the curriculum of the program. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

In fact, the portfolio is no part of the curriculum. It is a foreign body within the curriculum.

Six respondents recognise this problem at least partly (50%). The other respondents do not recognise the problem (50%). 
3.1.7. Change Management
Problem seven concerns change management that is needed to implement and use a portfolio. In the research this problem was defined as follows:
 
The educational management related to the implementation of the portfolio has been insufficient; for example, there are difficulties in developing, tutoring and assessing the portfolio (in terms of credits, tutoring time, double rating or assessment appeal). Furthermore, the quality of supervision by the tutor is not monitored adequately, no more than the quality of the portfolio construction and maintenance by the student.

Six respondents recognise this problem at least partly (50%). Four respondents do not recognise the problem (about 35%).  Two respondents withhold a judgement (about 15%).
3.1.8. Development and skills
The eighth problem has to do with the reduction of academic development to academic skills. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Academic development is reduced to academic skills with a strong emphasis on communication skills (writing and speaking). There is not much attention for development aims. The focus is on teaching aims, especially teaching aims that point at general professional competences.

Six respondents recognise this problem at least partly (50%). The other respondents do not recognise the problem (50%). 
3.1.9. Facilitating skills development
The ninth problem concerns the way skills development is facilitated. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Well-developed skills curricula are lacking. While detailed skills lists have been used (like the famous Osiris*-table, which was unrightfully regarded as standard for finishing levels), students are in want of facilities to practice skills. Furthermore, passing a module implies the acquisition of knowledge and skills, assessed separately or otherwise, at the risk of not having developed the skills sufficiently. Besides, since the assessment is registered in Osiris*, the portfolio does not have added value. 

* Osiris is the study registration system of Utrecht University.

Five respondents recognise this problem at least partly (about 40%). Six respondents do not recognise the problem (50%). One respondent judges the problem as not applicable for her program (medical internships).
3.1.10. Value of adding assessed products
The tenth problem is the value of adding products, which are already assessed to the portfolio. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

It has been made obligatory to insert certain already assessed student products in the portfolio (e.g. reports). There is no added value in doing this. 

Four respondents recognise this problem (about 35%). The other eight respondents do not recognise the problem (about 65%).  
3.1.11. Technical aspects
The eleventh problem concerns technical aspects of the electronic portfolio. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Though strongly improved in the mean time, the electronic portfolio still does not work faultless (accessibility portal, authorization of students to publish their portfolio).

Four respondents recognise this problem (about 35%). Five respondents do not recognise the problem (about 40%). The other three respondents withhold a judgement (25%). 
3.1.12. Ownership and demands faculty 
The twelfth problem is the relationship between ownership and the demands, formulated by the faculty. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

On the one hand the portfolio has been passed into the ownership of the student, on the other hand the faculty makes strict demands upon the structure and content of the portfolio. Both principles are at daggers drawn.

Three respondents recognise this problem (25%). The other nine respondents do not recognise the problem (75%). 
3.1.13. Rater reliability
The thirteen’s problem is the reliability of the portfolio assessment. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

Only one assessor assesses the portfolio. With that the reliability of portfolio assessment incur risks.

Three respondents recognise this problem (25%). Seven respondents do not recognise the problem (about 60%).  The other two respondents withhold a judgement (about 15%).
3.1.14. Value academic development
The fourteenth and therefore least recognised problem is the value and need of academic development. In the research this problem was defined as follows:

In daily practice of higher education the value and need of explicit attention for academic development is often not acknowledged sufficiently (by tutors and students). Furthermore, tutors do experience the increased freedom to choose as quality loss (less compulsory content-related modules). This indirectly effects the portfolio negatively.

Two respondents recognise this problem (about 15%). Eight respondents do not recognise the problem (about 65%).  The other two respondents withhold a judgement (about 15%). 
3.2. Extent and gravity
Section 3.1 provides an overview of the problems in order of frequency (table 3.1). This overview makes clear that most of the respondents recognise the lack of clear and transparent criteria for assessing portfolios as a problem. The value and need of explicit attention for academic development is least recognised as a problem. 

Nevertheless, for a thorough understanding of the results, problems’ frequency is not sufficient. The above-mentioned problems do not have the same impact on portfolio acceptance. Therefore it is suggested to grade the problems. In distinguishing problems, the researchers graded them as follows:

Grade 1:	Problems of substance
Grade 2:	Professional problems
Grade 3:	Practical problems  

A problem of substance is a grade one problem because it affects the elected educational concept itself, i.e. it implicitly or explicitly involves a debate about academic education and portfolio use. A professional problem is classified in another, lower grade than one of substance because not the underlying idea is at issue but rather the competences (and their application) of students, teachers and educational managers. A practical problem is one that can be regarded as being of the lowest grade, not because the solution to it is simple but because it is one that involves tools or the organisation. Seen thus, the problems appear in a different perspective.

Table 3.2 provides an overview of the problems in order of their weight. Within every group the order is determined by frequency.

Table 3.2: problems in order of weight

Description problem
Total
Completely*
Partly**

Problems of substance 
Status in program
6
6
-
Embedded in curriculum
6
4
2
Development and skills
6
2
4
Facilitating skills development
5
4
1
Value academic development
2
0
2

Professional problems 
Stimulating reflection
7
5
2
Tutoring development
7
3
4
Change management
6
4
2
Rater reliability  
3
3
-

Practical problems

Criteria for assessment
7
6
1
Providing credits
6
6
-
Value of adding assessed products
4
4
-
Technical aspects
4
3
1
Ownership and demands faculty
3
3
-

* Complete = number of respondents which recognise a problem completely 
** Partly  = number of respondents which recognise a problem partly

The new classification –if accepted- provides a new perspective on the collection of problems. This classification clarifies that the most recognised problem (lack of clear and transparent criteria for assessing portfolios) is in fact a practical problem, while the least recognised problem (value and need of explicit attention for academic development), is a substantial one. This is a positive outcome.
 
Less positive is the outcome that -according to the respondents- eleven of twelve programs faced one or more substantial problems. Each program is dealing with one ore more professional problems. And nine of the twelve involved programs have to deal with one or more practical problems. 

4. Results literature study

Ten articles were selected to lay the foundation for a comparison with the empirical results described above. Firstly general problems are described (4.1); secondly, the attention is focused on the ‘electronic’ perspective (4.2).
4.1. General problems
Based on Woodward (1998) the following problems can be distinguished:

	Whether or not to give a grade for portfolios. This could change both the content and the purpose of the reflection.

Recognition of ownership of the process.
Continuity throughout the process (working on a portfolio during a three years program).
Conflict between beliefs and reality and organisation of actual assessments. 
The need that teachers understand the value of a portfolio.

Anderson and Bachor (1998) provide a summary of concerns in the educational measurement literature about portfolio use:
	Standardisation of portfolio contents.

Level of agreement between judges.
Stability of estimates of student achievement
Rigour of standards used in evaluating the contents of portfolios. 
Costs and feasibility of portfolio use. 

Based on a literature study Wright et al (1999) see the following problems with learning portfolios:
	Lack of good research evidence about their impact and costs.

Confusion about purpose.
Uncertainty about best practice – what to include, how often to review portfolios, relationship with other forms of assessment, who assesses portfolios, etc.
Insufficient teacher planning and preparation.
Reliability – insufficient evidence presented to be reliable (summative portfolios).
Reliability – lack of articulation of standards to be applied (summative portfolios).
Reliability – inter-rater consistency (summative portfolios).
Program portfolios seen as marginal by students.
Intellectually demanding (for students [and faculty]).
Student indifference and resistance.
Possible lack of skills by students in compiling a portfolio.
Portfolio development not seriously taken by faculty and/or lack the time to do so.
Direct financial costs (faculty training, program redesign, materials).
Lack of institutional commitment and support.
Incompatible with higher education systems facing intensification and overload.
Special issues with electronic portfolios.
Not used by employers and universities selecting students for postgraduate study.

They also formulate conditions for success. Transformed into difficulties and problems, the next overview can be created:
	Poor connection with the goals and structures of a course or program, and with the used pedagogy. Students do not know clearly what the ‘rules of the game’ are; they do not see how portfolios are integrated to their undergraduate experience.

	Small value because portfolios “appear as an afterthought to the 'real' business of mastering knowledge”. 

Little advice or guidance for students in constructing portfolios.
Extra workload in a busy academic schedule. 
No proportion between academic credit and the effort in creating the portfolio.
Prospective employers are not interested student portfolios.

Fournie and Van Niekerk (1999) evaluated the use of portfolio assessment for a module in Research Information Skills offered at the University of South Africa (Unisa), and they conclude that it was found very valuable. Although they mention several general problems, experienced by students and lecturers (e.g. based on literature study):

	Some of the activities not clearly explained to students. 

Students’ need for a workshop organised earlier in the year to support the completion of the portfolio activities.
Increased workload for lecturers if the study material and portfolio activities are not clearly and unambiguously written.
Not providing comments and/or continuous feedback on students' strengths and growth. 
Not providing enough lecturer direction. 
Possible controversies in grading. 
Possible misunderstanding that a portfolio and portfolio assessment fits all purposes.
No absolute reliability of portfolio assessment. Portfolios may lead to controversy over issues such as the reliability and validity of the data collected as well as the standardisation of portfolio content. 

In his research Klenovski (2000) found that lecturers and pre-service teachers identified “numerous difficulties and constraints associated with the use of portfolios for assessment purposes in a teacher education context”. According to Klenovski many of these problems were related to the assessment procedures and the grading system:
	Lack of opportunity for lecturers to meet often to improve their understanding and adopt a more consistent approach to the grading of portfolios. Lack of time to meet with colleagues and learn from each other.

Insufficient clear framework and specified guidelines, so especially pre-service teachers would understand what was required of them. These guidelines include learning outcomes and suggestions of evidence suitable to address these outcomes, criteria to be used in the assessment of the portfolio, grade descriptors and exemplars that illustrate standards.  

Zeichner and Wray (2001) see the following problems in the use of portfolios in teacher education:
	Frequent conflict in purposes among teacher educators and their students. While students focus on the "showcase" aspects of portfolios to present a favourable image to prospective employers, teachers use the portfolio for professional development and/or assessment.

Ownership of the portfolio. “Leaving the construction of portfolios mainly to students has sometimes caused problems in both assessment and professional development (e.g., superficial reflection about teaching, limited evidence on which to base an assessment of teaching), but too tightly prescribing what goes into the portfolios has sometimes caused negative reactions by student teachers who, lacking ownership of their portfolios, are more likely to see them as something that diverts their attention away from their teaching and their students.”
Deficit perspectives about low-income students or colour brought in by teacher education students to their education programs. This prevents them from successfully teaching these students. This issue can be also a constraint for the development of a portfolio (especially reflection). Some amount of structure provided by teacher educators in teaching portfolios and other vehicles for promoting reflection are needed to confront student teachers with some of the difficult issues that have to do with race, social class and inequality. Providing this structure conflicts with the ownership. Furthermore, it implies the possibility "to go too far in this direction which raises the issue of indoctrination".
Difficulty to stimulate students to work on their portfolios over time (e.g., a course, a field experience) rather than producing it just before the exam. A portfolio is the result of a long process, not a product that has been developed in a short period. 
Not much evidence on the nature and quality of reflections that emerges under different conditions of portfolio use.

Van Tartwijk et al (2004) formulate three conditions for success in implementing (electronic) portfolios. These conditions imply the following problems:

	No match with the goals of the curriculum. 

Insufficient managerial support of the educational change which using portfolios implies. There are no authentic learning situations used, there is no opportunity for individual development, there are no investments in coaching and alternative assessment. 
No added value of working with portfolio in the perspective of teachers and students. They are not willing to invest the relatively large amount of time and energy in working with portfolios.

Driessen et al (in press) have researched the conditions for successful reflective portfolio use in undergraduate medical education. Based on their findings it can be concluded that obstacles for successful reflection through portfolios are:
	No adequate coaching available to stimulate reflection, to motivate students and to help them formulate learning needs and learning plans.

No suitable structure and guidelines for students. Driessen et al (in press) conclude: “Although weaker students needed structure and guidelines, too much structure may become an obstacle for students with good reflective skills. These students should have more freedom in compiling their portfolios.”
No opportunity for students to have a sufficient variety and quantity of interesting experiences as subjects for reflection.
Reflection not seriously taken by students and teachers if there is no summative assessment.
4.2. ‘E’-problems
In four sources problems on ICT aspects (‘e’-problems) were found. Fournie and Van Niekerk (1999) mention technological problems that impede completing some of the activities of students and lecturers. According to Van Tartwijk et al (2004) an inappropriate IT-infrastructure can become an excuse to postpone or avoid investing in working with portfolios. 
Two authors focus on the ‘E’-problems of portfolios.
DiBiase (2002) describes the following potential costs, obstacles and challenges:  
	Time consuming to create, maintain, and evaluate ePortfolios (especially when ICT-skills of students and teachers need some improvement). 

Difficulty of evaluating ePortfolios in a reliable way. DiBiase quotes Lin and Gronlund (2000) who conclude that in respect with a reliable evaluation sufficient planning, specification of portfolio guidelines, refinement of scoring procedures, and rater training are needed. (By the way: this is also applicable for portfolios in general).
Unequal access to technology and skills by students and teachers.  
Cyber-plagiarism.  The availability of students’ assignments in ePortfolios will increase the number of sources of on-line material from which students may be tempted to copy illicitly. 
Privacy. There is a risk that personal information will be improperly revealed, when this information is available online. Even in a secured environment there is the risk of hacking. 
Free speech. The question is if students are allowed to express controversial viewpoints in a portfolio.

Acker (2005) describes three obstacles to institutional uptake of ePortfolio:
	Lack of easy ways to protect the intellectual property rights of students. If someone has access to an ePortfolio, he or she can download and misappropriate the work of a student. Maintaining ownership of the original work cannot be accomplished in a technical way, only through social norms and policy expectations.  

Time consuming to provide explicit feedback on an ePortfolio of students and grading these portfolios. Furthermore if teachers have to learn new skills to use ePortfolio, this leads to an increased workload. 
Inverted value of the work and commitment of students as they move from freshman status toward graduation. “Most students are outcome, rather than process, oriented. They want to graduate, rather than track their academic growth between early and late educational experiences. (...) As important as final outcomes are, students’ insights into their own unique learning and work processes are ultimately more valuable. At the beginning of the journey, however, students typically are concerned only with meeting a requirement, perhaps unrelated to their ultimate career goals. Without seeing the value at the beginning of the process, many students only superficially contribute to their ePortfolios. Lacking baseline data, the ultimate learning process improvements are invisible and the potential of ePortfolio is diminished." 

Not all the problems, mentioned in 2.1 and 2.2, are real obstacles. The lack of good research evidence (Wright et al 1999) is not a problem as such, but it may influence the acceptance of a portfolio in academic institutes. Furthermore some of the problems, which are described previously, are very specific (e.g. privacy; DiBiase 2002) or may depend on a certain (cultural) context. The obstacle “free speech” (DiBiase 2002) does probably not occur in liberal countries, while an inadequate IT-infrastructure (Van Tartwijk et al 2004) will not be an issue in high-developed countries.     
5. Discussion 
5.1. Conclusions 

Based on the empirical study the researchers drew six conclusions:

	In terms of substance the portfolio’s status and position and the reduction of academic education to a situation whereby skills are trained require a good deal of attention. Facilitating the development of skills is another recognised problem. 

The benefits and necessity of explicit attention to academic education in practice are broadly subscribed to. 
In professional terms, teachers should pay more attention to stimulating reflection on the part of students and guiding their academic development. “Educational management” also needs improvement. 
The reliability of portfolio assessments is (still?) not regarded as a problem by many.
In practical terms, the lack of clear assessment criteria and assignment (or non-assignment) of credits appear to be undeniable problems.
Problems such as the usefulness of previously assessed products, technical aspects and the field of tension between ownership and educational requirements are viewed by most as less significant problems.
5.2. Comparison
In this section the outcomes of the empirical study have been compared with problems, described in the literature (section 4). Table 5.1 provides an overview of the problems that were subject of the empirical study, related to the conclusions of different authors. 

Table 5.1: comparison problems Rubens & Oost (2005) with outcomes literature


Rubens & Oost (2005)
Woodward (1998)
Ander
son & Bachor (1998)
Wright et al. (1999)
Fournie & Van Niekerk (1999)
Klenov
ski (2000)
Zeichner & Wray (2001)
Van Tartwijk et al. (2004)
Driessen et al. (in press)
Di
Biase (2002)
Acker (2005)
Sub
stance
Status in program
+

+


+
+
+

+

Embedded in curriculum
+

+



+
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Facilitating skills development







+



Value academic development










Profes
sional
Stimulating reflection







+



Tutoring development


+
+



+



Change management


+

+

+




Rater reliability  

+
+
+
+



+

Prac
tical
Criteria for assessment

+
+
+
+



+


Providing credits
+

+

+






Value of adding assessed products
+










Technical aspects


+



+




Ownership and demands faculty
+
+



+




+: similarity found
Problems in bold have been investigated but not been recognised in the empirical study.

Some authors use different terms compared with the problems in the empirical study. Woodward, for example, has mentioned “continuity throughout the process” as a problem. This problem has a close relationship with the way a portfolio is embedded in the curriculum. Driessen et al. (in press) conclude that students do not have the opportunity to have a sufficient variety and quantity of interesting experiences as subjects of reflection. This obstacle is related to concerns the way skills development is facilitated. 
Several authors have mentioned problems that were not covered in the empirical study. Some of them are very specific (e.g. cyber-plagiarism and free speech, DiBiase 2002; activities not clearly explained, Fournie & Van Niekerk 1999; potential employers not interested in portfolios, Wright et al. 1999). The match between the conclusions of the different authors according to problems in using portfolios and the problems described in section 3 differs very much, as table 5.2 illustrates:

Table 5.2: match number of problems literature and Rubens & Oost (2005)


Number of problems
Match with Rubens & Oost (%)
Woodward (1998)
5
100
Anderson & Bachor (1998)
5
60
Wright et al. (1999)	
21
38
Fournie & Van Niekerk (1999)
9
33
Klenovski (2000)
4
100
Zeichner & Wray (2001)
5
40
Van Tartwijk et al. (2004)
4
100
Driessen et al. (in press)
4
100
DiBiase (2002)
6
33
Acker (2005)
3
33

To sum up, it can be concluded:
	The problems “status in program” and “criteria for assessment” match at least five other articles.

It is obvious that several authors mention “rater reliability” as a serious issue, while the respondents in the empirical study did not perceive this as a problem. 
Different authors often mentioned the time-consuming impact and workload of working with a portfolio. In the empirical study this was only a small aspect of change management. 
Some other problems described in literature (like the lack of skills by students to compile a portfolio, Wright et.al 1999), were not mentioned at all by the respondents of the empirical study, although these respondents had the opportunity to do this. Possibly, it requires too much imagination to picture a new problem (cluster) after digesting fourteen clusters of problems . 
A final striking difference between the articles in the literature study and the results of the empirical study is the (absence of a) weighing-factor. Weighing the problems provides a new perspective on the results, as table 5.1 suggests. Several authors hardly mention substantial problems while other authors more or less focus on substantial and professional problems. 

A more systematic large-scale research on problems in using (electronic) portfolios is needed. The used questionnaire “Inventory of Portfolio Problems”  (IPP) can be adapted by using problems and constraints found by other authors. It is recommended to use a classification of grades of problems, since problems have different weights: not every problem has the same impact on the adoption of the (electronic) portfolio within an organisation. In fact, set in a wider context of university policy grading portfolio problems is a prerequisite.
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