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Abstract—The authors of this paper explore case studies from three differ-
ent universities: Harvard University, Sookmyung Women's University, and Vil-
lanueva-Complutense University of Madrid. Although each case is in a different
country on three different continents, what they have in common is that they all
implemented ePortfolios at the course level within a Master of Education Pro-
gram. ePortfolios are dynamic tools that can be used for many functions, which
can be sorted into three categories: learning, evaluation, and career develop-
ment. This paper analyzes the success factors of the three ePortfolio use cases
as well as the challenges that can be considered generalizable and others that
are more culturally specific. The exploration of different perspectives can help
to develop a common understanding of the uses, benefits, and potential of
ePortfolios in higher education.
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1 Introduction

In this information age, where technology exerts an ever-increasing influence in
educational settings across the globe, ePortfolios are steadily replacing traditional
paper-based portfolios in higher education programs as tools for reflection, profes-
sional development and assessment [1], [10], [22], [27],[32], [33]. Eynon and Gam-
bino (2017) [12] define student ePortfolios as “web-based, student-generated collec-
tions of learning artifacts (papers, multimedia projects, speeches, images, etc.) and
related reflections, focused on learning and growth.” (p.1) This electronic document
can include both experiences and skills acquired as part of and beyond the educational
settings [7], [10]. The digital version holds many advantages, such as accessibility,
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ease of duplication and storage, potential for continuous updates, and ability to in-
clude hyperlinks, audio and video data that enable a more dynamic presentation of the
contents ([4], [15], [17], [19], [23]. Furthermore, students benefit from greater oppor-
tunities for reflection, owing to increased potential for connections between different
media types, standards and artifacts [15], [19], as well as from having an increased
knowledge of technology applications [14], [19], [30].

According to Bolliger & Shepherd (2010) [3] ePortfolios are extensively used in
higher education as a tool to help students develop critical thinking and problem-
solving skills. As noted by Woodyard (2016) [34], there has been a steady increase in
implementation of ePortfolios in higher education. Moreover, the Association of
American Colleges & Universities added ePortfolios to the list of eleven high-impact
practices (HIPs), which are defined as those that have the most impact on student
learning and engagement [31]. However, ePortfolio implementation requires much
more than just an effective platform [12]. Therefore, much research has been done on
the implementation of ePortfolios by administrators and faculty [24], [28], [29]. Nev-
ertheless, very little is known about cultural differences in ePortfolio implementation
in different countries and whether or how these cultural differences affect the process
and outcomes of ePortfolio implementation. Cronjé’s (2006) [9] study explored cul-
tural differences in ePortfolio implementation in South Africa and Sudan, and Ellis,
Roehrer and Kelder (2013) [11] analyzed key differences between Australian and
Chinese students. Woodyard (2016) [34] researched culturally based learning prefer-
ences in an ePortfolio project while Bilsland (2013) [2] proposed using ePortfolios in
Transnational Asian Campuses in order to assist their offshore students in applying
their learning to their local culture, setting, and context. According to Gomez-Rey,
Barbera, and Fernandez-Navarro (2016) [13], it is fundamental to identify and incor-
porate critical learning factors for each culture in order to successfully implement
online learning environments. They also suggest that instructors and instructional
designers take into account cultural factors in education and that they offer culturally
adaptive and sensitive instruction. Additionally, Woodyard (2016) [34] believes that it
would be useful to explore how assessing and applying students' culturally based
learning preferences could facilitate the implementation of educational ePortfolios.

This study, which extends the comparisons across three continents, explores three
cases of ePortfolio implementation in MA Education programs in the United States,
Spain and South Korea to uncover common features in ePortfolio implementation
across the globe, as well as features which are more culture-specific, using Hofstede’s
Cultural Dimensions theory [16] as a means for better understanding the cultural dif-
ferences between these countries.
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2 Harvard Graduate School of Education (Cambridge, MA,
USA)

2.1 Context

The Teaching and Learning Lab (TLL) is a design and development organization
dedicated to advancing strategic and innovative initiatives related to teaching and
learning at the Harvard Graduate School of Education (HGSE). Each semester the
TLL offers a graduate-level course titled “T127: The Teaching and Learning Lab
Practicum.” The course is based on a cognitive apprenticeship model where students
apply course principles related to the design and development of learning experiences
to actual ongoing projects within the TLL. Students are embedded in active project
teams that may include HGSE faculty members, administrators, and TLL staff mem-
bers and produce real-world work products that they display on their professional
electronic portfolios (ePortfolio).

2.2 Aims and outcomes

A major focus of T-127 is to provide students valuable professional experience as
learning designers or learning technologists while they grapple with abstract research-
based concepts in the course work. But simply completing the work is only part of the
value of a professional experience; students also need to showcase their accomplish-
ments to prospective employers and peers and reflect on their development. ePortfoli-
os are used as the vehicle to accomplish this goal.

ePortfolios in T127 are used in three ways [8]. They are:

e An employment portfolio that showcases skill development aimed at demonstrating
competency in relevant domains.

e An assessment portfolio that provides evidence to allow evaluators to award cre-
dentials of competency or mastery.

o A reflective portfolio that provides the learner with the opportunity to analyze
progress toward competency development over time.

The ePortfolio assignment in T127 is intended to be a learning-oriented assessment
[5] in that by completing the task students learn more about themselves as learners
and construct lasting mental models of the material through reflection and application.
The ePortfolios created by students are populated with artifacts (elements of their
projects, thoughts on the readings, coursework from other classes that is relevant to
the practicum content area, etc.) developed during the practicum. The artifacts are
tangible and durable records of accomplishment that can be shown to prospective
employers as evidence of skill development and to the instructor of the practicum
course as evidence that shows the learner has met the learning outcomes of the course.
The ePortfolios are also populated with weekly reflections on the course readings,
discussions, or project meetings. A final ePortfolio assignment (part of the capstone
project that determines successful completion of the course) is to reflect on the jour-
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ney that is captured in the ePortfolio. Students share their reflection in a brief presen-
tation to peers that includes their decision-making process regarding how they struc-
tured and made use of the ePortfolio. The instructor reads each portfolio post and
contributes a brief response on a weekly basis.

2.3  Critical success factors

A central premise in the design of the ePortfolio assignment in T127 is that stu-
dents must find value in them. An ePortfolio is only useful if it is used. An important
factor drawn from motivation research is that students should feel empowered to
make choices regarding how they engage with the course materials and assignments
[25] [26].

Student choice and agency is present in the ePortfolio assignment for T127 in sev-
eral ways. First, students can choose the ePortfolio platform they would like to use,
including leveraging an existing portfolio site they have developed for a different
purpose. The course instructor provides direction and support for using a particular
tool (Pathbrite), but students are able to choose whatever tool they want to use
(WordPress, Wix, Google sites, etc.). Second, while students are required to post each
week to their portfolio, what they post is up to them. By allowing students the oppor-
tunity to reflect on their learning without restrictions, the ePortfolio assignment feels
personal and customizable to the student. Finally, students are required to present
their ePortfolio and the decisions they made around its use to their peers at the end of
the semester. Since the ePortfolio represents their personal journey to mastering pro-
fessional skills, they are invested in the final product and are excited to showcase their
work.

2.4  Challenges

There are several challenges in supporting an ePortfolio assignment as a required
and regular part of course assessment. First, while providing choice of platform does
promote student engagement in the assignment, providing support for multiple plat-
forms can be a challenge. Second, students find the weekly response from the instruc-
tor to portfolio posts to be valuable both as input on the direction of their project work
and as a signal that their posts are valued. Even though the size of this course is
capped at 15 students due to its design as a practicum, responding to each student on a
weekly basis can be time consuming. Finally, the use of ePortfolios in this case study
is limited to the T127 course. Therefore, the ePortfolio captures only a fraction of
each student’s “whole digital self” [18]. Integrating the course ePortfolio assignment
with program or degree-level portfolios may provide a richer opportunity for student
reflection on their development as learners.

2.5  Cultural aspects of ePortfolio implementation

People living in the United States score low on Hofstede’s power distance index
(40) and high on both individualism (91) and masculinity (62) indices. The combina-
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tion of these scores has significant impact on how students craft their ePortfolios.
Students in T127 value the open-ended ePortfolio assignment that allows them to
choose their own platform and customize it to present a personalized perspective on
their work. Students who score low on a power distance index are likely to question
the value of an assignment if they do not perceive the relevance of the work to their
learning or career development. The ePortfolio assignment in this course reduces this
risk while also tapping into U.S. students’ individualism by allowing students to have
control over what they post on a regular basis.

Students in the T127 course enjoyed having access to each other’s portfolios and
the portfolios of previous classes. They could use the portfolios of their peers for
inspiration in crafting their own. While the evaluation process was not comparative,
students who may score high on a masculinity index will value viewing the work of
their peers as a gauge for success. The final assignment related to the ePortfolio asks
students to describe their ePortfolios to the whole class. Presenting publicly on what
usually is considered a space for private reflection provides an added incentive to
carefully construct and deliver the message conveyed by the ePortfolio.

Finally, if students had technical difficulties or questions about what should be
placed on their ePortfolios they tried to solve them on their own or discussed with
their peers rather than asking for help from the instructor. This strategy is reflective of
a high score on Hofstede’s individualism index.

3 Villanueva-Complutense University of Madrid, Spain

31 Context

Each semester a course called Design and Evaluation of Lesson Units Educational
and Technological Research is offered to students of the Master of Education Program
at Villanueva-Complutense University. As part of the course, ePortfolios are used as a
learning and a reflection tool to prepare student teachers for their Practicum. It covers
lesson plan design, using technology in language teaching and learning, materials
design for the ESL classroom, as well as assessment. The course is focused on prepar-
ing students for a successful teacher training experience.

Students are exposed to a variety of critical theoretical approaches to teaching Eng-
lish as a second language. Students read, reflect on assigned texts, and discuss them in
class. Through their ePortfolios, students document their ability to put these theories
into practice. They apply their knowledge in a variety of immersive and hands-on
learning activities and evidence-based practices. They learn different resources and
ICT (Information and Communications Technology) tools and prepare didactic mate-
rials for their Practicum experience, which consists of co-teaching classes in a public
or private high school during a period of one month.

Students have access to a model ePortfolio created by the instructor where they can
find detailed guidelines. Students’ ePortfolios mirror the instructor’s ePortfolio. They
work on their ePortfolios and upload their assignments weekly. They present their
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ePortfolio posts in class and receive constructive feedback from both their peers and
instructor.

Additionally, students transform their course portfolio into a career portfolio at the
end of the semester by adding their cv, mission statement and selecting those artefacts
which they feel best showcase their academic and professional experience.

3.2 Aims and outcomes

ePortfolios make visible student learning by helping them make connections and
integrate their learning. The ePortfolio is used in this course as: 1) a tool for generat-
ing new and deeper learning where the goal is to help students examine and reflect on
their learning; 2) a tool for assessment aimed at evaluating student learning; 3) a tool
to showcase their achievements to employers where the goal is to create a career
ePortfolio that could be used as an enhanced resume with a variety of media.

The ePortfolio serves to support students' abilities to articulate skills and
knowledge developed through this course, as well as to apply them in a real-life con-
text, in particular preparation for their Practicum experience. The ePortfolio also
serves as a high-impact practice that amplifies the effectiveness of the coursework
[12], [20], [21], [31]. It also allows students to make their work visible and public [6].
It showcases the unique professional experience of designing teaching materials and
resources that they will use during their teaching training and their future jobs.

Students create a career an ePortfolio by making a copy of their course portfolio
and adding their best work, volunteer and work experiences, and providing evidence
of their achievements and skills they developed throughout their university career.
They are also encouraged to share the link to their career ePortfolio on their LinkedIn
account. Spain's youth unemployment rate is 32.7%; therefore, students have to make
an extra effort to differentiate themselves in the competitive job market. The ePortfo-
lio can distinguish them in job searches and help them stand out among other job
applicants.

33 Critical success factors

Step-by-step student training, and individual tutorials were considered to be very
helpful by the students. Continuous and frequent feedback from peers and the instruc-
tor in class while presenting different parts of their portfolio was also very beneficial.
It helped with the deadlines, as well.

Clearly transmitting the purpose of the ePortfolio, explaining its benefits to stu-
dents and discussing how it is personally meaningful to them have been key success
factors. Additionally, providing examples of successful ePortfolios created by stu-
dents has been very useful too.

Students are the owners of their ePorfolios and the instructor is a co-owner. In this
way the instructor can be of help whenever there is any technical problem, as well as
have the ability to make a copy of the ePortfolios for assessment purposes. The in-
structor is then removed as co-owner at the end of the semester. Students reported
liking this arrangement.

iJET — Vol. 14, No. 21, 2019 101



Students were able to reflect on, plan ahead and prepare for their forthcoming
teacher training, as well as create useful resources that they could use in the class-
rooms. This real-world connection and application are motivating for students and
turned out to be one of the highlights of the course.

3.4  Challenges

Due to lack of financial support on behalf of the institution, the instructor had to
opt for platforms that are free of charge, which usually have certain limitations. In this
case, Google Sites was chosen. Google Sites can be a good fit for institutions and
programs with low budgets and it has a great advantage of direct integration to other
Google applications, as well as control over sharing options. Also, there are many
Google Sites tutorials offered on YouTube that are very helpful whenever the instruc-
tor or IT services are not available. However, the user interface used by Google Sites
is not always as intuitive, user-friendly or customizable as other platforms. It does not
offer an intuitive drag-and-drop interface that students are used to. The lack of an
autosave feature for students who are used to working with Google Drive caused
some frustration at the beginning. Some features took time for students to learn and
are not easy to find.

Late submissions may be problematic. Most Master’s degree students are em-
ployed while they study, and they often use their jobs as an excuse to post late as-
signments. Spaniards are more relaxed as for time constraints. It is a polychronic
culture where time is not linear without a clear beginning and an end. The focus is on
“here and now.”

Keeping track of students’ reflections and assessment of online assignments can be
time-consuming; however, this challenge also depends on the size of the group. A
baseline technological competence was considered a challenge. Students required
more technical support and guidance than expected by the investigator.

3.5  Cultural aspects of ePortfolio implementation

Spain is a hierarchical society and scores high (57) on Hofstede’s power distance
index (PDI). Spanish students who worked with ePortfolios as a part of their course-
work expected to be told in detail what to do and they had little self-initiative and
creativity. They do not like to be given too much choice and freedom related to as-
signments, tasks, and projects. They preferred to be be given a structure, with step-by-
step explanations, and be guided through the whole process of ePortfolio creation.
They prefered to be told what platform to use and were not very proactive. If a ques-
tion or technical problem arose, they did not find the answers by themselves but rather
asked the instructor in class or via email.

As for the individualism vs collectivism dimension (IDV), Spanish students en-
joyed both working on their ePortfolio individually as well as in groups with no par-
ticular preference. According to Hofstede, Spain scores 51 in this dimension, which is
just in the middle. Hence, Spain reflects some aspects of an individualist culture but
also some of a collectivist culture.
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Spanish students did not really try to personalize their ePortfolio. Only the main
page differed from one student to another. They followed the guidelines and only
wanted to meet the requirements and the rubrics for the course. This reflects the fact
that in Spain in general, standing out is not valued and competitiveness is not appreci-
ated.

The Spanish score on masculinity vs. femininity dimension (MAS) is 42, which is
considered low. Students are not very competitive and sometimes are even afraid to
be rejected by the group if they are the best and stand out too much.

Regarding the uncertainty avoidance index (UAI), Spain’s score is very high (86),
which is one of the highest scores when compared to all of countries surveyed. This
can be clearly seen in students’ attitudes towards the ePortfolio assignments. They
expected clear structure and well-defined rules. They felt insecure and anxious when
those were not provided. The instructor is the authority who sets the rules and the
expert who reduces insecurity. They also did not like when changes were introduced
during the semester.

Furthermore, Spain is a short-term oriented and normative culture according to
Hofstede. Its score in long-term orientation dimension is 48. Spaniards like to live in
the moment and look for quick results without delays. It can be observed in students’
late submissions of their ePortfolio assignments when completed outside of the class-
room. The activities that were completed during class time were better received than
those assigned to be done at home which were usually submitted late or at the last
moment. A great advantage of electronic portfolios is that you can easily see when an
assignment was submitted by a student.

4 Sookmyung Women’s University, Seoul, South Korea

4.1 Context

In the Practicum course, taken by students in their final semester of the MA
TESOL program at Sookmyung Women’s University in Seoul, ePortfolios are used as
a tool for reflection on teacher learning and professional development, as well as for
assessment purposes.

Students can choose between doing a Process, Product, or Showcase portfolio [4],
[27] whichever is more suited to their professional goals. They can also choose which
platform they wish to use develop their ePortfolios (e.g. Wix, Wordpress, foliospac-
es). Depending on their professional goals and the type of portfolio they choose to
make, they select various artifacts and write reflections on each artifact’s significance
in relation to the overall purposes of their portfolios. These artifacts include the as-
signments that students have done throughout the semester-long course such as their
resume, teaching philosophy, action research report, lesson plans and reflections on
classroom teaching, as well as materials they have developed for their teaching class.
These artifacts are the product of various drafts submitted throughout the course,
improved each time after getting feedback from the professor, such that they are of a
high quality by the time they are finally published in the e-portfolios.
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Apart from these required artifacts, other artifacts that are related to the specific
goals of their portfolios, together with their corresponding reflections, can also be
included. Examples of these are articles they have written that were published in jour-
nals or magazines, recommendation letters, photographs and videos of classroom
teaching.

The ePortfolios are evaluated according to a rubric that is made available to student
teachers from the first day of class, so students are able to assess their own progress as
they build their portfolios. On completion of the MA course, all students’ ePortfolios
are openly accessible on the department’s website. In this way, students showcase
their work in the Practicum and enable opportunities for others to learn from and
dialogue with them.

4.2 Aims and outcomes

The Practicum course seeks to form student teachers to be reflective practitioners,
and the ePortfolio is one of the tools aimed at fostering continuing reflection on their
professional development. It is also a tool for reflective dialogue in the classroom, as
students are required to present on the contents of their ePortfolio throughout the
semester. The ePortfolio is also meant to be applied to their real contexts as a tool to
help them achieve their own professional goals, such as getting a promotion or apply-
ing for a job. Finally, it is also a means for developing and showcasing students’
computer and web design skills, rendering them more employable and confident in
the use of technology in the classroom.

4.3 Critical success factors

Students are given the freedom to choose which type of portfolio they would like
to make (Product, Process or Showcase Portfolio), depending on their unique profes-
sional goals. Consequently, they also choose the kinds of artifacts that would be ap-
propriate, in addition to some which are required by the course itself. This real-world
connection and freedom of choice is motivating for students.

Since the contents of students’ portfolios have undergone several rounds of revi-
sion because of feedback given from the professor throughout the course, the final
products that are included in the portfolio are of a much higher quality, which stu-
dents can feel proud of.

The dynamic format of an ePortfolio enables students to include a greater variety
of contents such as videos of classroom teaching and hyperlinks that connect each
class’ lesson plans, materials, and reflections so that they are easily viewed together.
These features enable greater reflection on teaching practice and easier navigation
between different parts of the portfolio.

For the majority of students, it is their first time to build their own website and they
are very happy with the computer and web design skills they have acquired in the
process. The fact that students can choose their own platform enables students who
are less familiar and confident in using technology to use platforms that are more
basic and easier to use.
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Past students’ ePortfolios that are readily accessible online serve as effective mod-
els for current students who are developing their portfolios. Such a platform is made
possible, thanks to the departmental website which allocates one webpage for this

purpose.

4.4  Challenges

ePortfolios are currently not a requirement for teaching or education-related job
applications in the South Korean context. Thus, apart from being a tool for personal
reflection and its use in job applications to international schools or in other countries,
there could be limited opportunities for students to use the ePortfolio beyond the pur-
poses of learning and assessment within the Practicum course.

However, owing to the rapidly increasing use of ePortfolios as a viable method to
evaluate performance and job suitability in teaching and other education-related con-
texts, its application to the South Korean context would be expected to increase with
time. Thus, our graduates will be at an advantage when this change takes place.

4.5  Cultural aspects of ePortfolio implementation

South Koreans score high (85) on Uncertainty Avoidance and very low (29) on In-
dulgence vs. Restraint in Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions. This combination renders
them to be hard workers who have an inner urge to keep themselves busy, and are
restrained, preferring to sacrifice their leisure time to achieve their goals. This is con-
sistent with the students’ performance in the Practicum course at Sookmyung Wom-
en’s University. They work hard to create and design their ePortfolios in the same 15-
week semester that they do their teaching practicum twice a week with undergraduate
students at Sookmyung Women’s University, as well as attend MA classes two eve-
nings a week. On top of that, almost all students work at their regular jobs in other
institutions, either full-time or part-time. Yet, they manage to submit their tasks (les-
son plans, teaching philosophy, resume, etc.) punctually throughout the semester,
revising each task two or three times after getting feedback from the professor. Their
promptness in meeting deadlines could also be due to South Koreans’ relatively high
score on Power Distance (60), which means they respect the authority the professor
has in setting the deadlines and try their best to achieve what is asked of them.

In addition, South Korea is a very collectivist society, scoring a low of 18 on Hof-
stede’s Individualism vs. Collectivism index. Furthermore, its score of 39 on the Mas-
culinity vs. Femininity index means it is a relatively feminine society. These two
dimensions can be observed in how the practicum students at Sookmyung Women’s
University work collaboratively with each other in the creation of artifacts for their
portfolios. Team teaching and therefore lesson planning is done in dyads or triads, and
students have several opportunities to present the contents of their ePortfolios in class
where they receive peer feedback to help them improve on their tasks. Students are
also generally agreeable to having their ePortfolios posted on the departmental web-
site for future students to refer to as models, since they have also learnt from referring
to the ePortfolios of past students.
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Finally, South Koreans score extremely high (100) on Long Term Orientation,
which means that they are very pragmatic, innovative and long-term oriented. This
can be seen in the students’ readiness to experiment with and persevere in learning
new technology when creating their own websites, as well as in their openness to
create an ePortfolio even though it is very rarely required by educational institutions
in South Korea at present. Interestingly, students’ ePortfolios are very varied in ap-
pearance and show high evidence of creativity. There is also some variety in the types
of artifacts that students include in their portfolios. These appear to be contrary to
South Koreans’ feminine and collectivist nature according to Hofstede’s dimensions,
but could be explained by its extremely high score on the Long-Term Orientation
index.

5 Conclusion

The purposes of the ePortfolio in the context of the class assignment are strikingly
similar. All include the purposes of assessment, reflection, and presentation/showcase.
The similarities in purposes shows a general awareness of the value of ePortfolios in
graduate-level education programs and also allows for better cross-cultural compari-
sons of their use and acceptance by students.

Regarding success factors, in the U.S. and South Korean cases, the flexibility of
platform and types of artifacts to include was perceived as motivating by the students.
Furthermore, the South Korean case allowed students the option to choose between
doing a Product, Process or Showcase portfolio [4], [27]. The availability of choice
promoted a personal connection and a sense of ownership to the resulting website. In
the Spanish case, the students followed the instructor’s guidelines related to the plat-
form and the type of artifacts included, and the instructor used direct classroom in-
struction to help students understand the value that an ePortfolio can have to their
academic and professional careers. While the U.S. and Spain contexts differ on Hof-
stede’s index of individualism and power distance, South Korea and Spain are much
more similar on those scales. However, there appears to be a discrepancy in the South
Korean case due to the instructor’s preference of empowering students through allow-
ing students greater freedom of choice.

The difference in scores on Hofstede’s index related to long-term orientation be-
tween Spain and South Korea may help explain the difference in approach taken by
the Spanish and South Korean students towards the ePortfolios. In the case of South
Korea, students diligently learned new technologies, refined their artifacts, and in-
vested time and energy in presenting a formal perspective on themselves as emerging
professionals. The Spanish students, on the other hand, met the assignment criteria by
following explicit directions and completing the assigned work close to the submis-
sion deadline.

The Spanish and U.S. portfolios include works in progress, while the portfolios
from the South Korea case are intended to showcase only refined work products.
Interestingly, in both the U.S. and South Korean cases, a public display of the ePortfo-
lios by the students was a requirement. While U.S. and South Korean students differ
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on Hofstede’s masculinity index, requiring display of ePortfolios may increase stu-
dent attention to the format and content of the website.

While the ePortfolio assignments in the three different contexts were similar, the
student approach to using the ePortfolios and how their perception of value differed.
While the U.S. and Spanish students hewed closely to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions
indices, the South Korean students displayed behaviors that are less closely linked to
those measurements. The very high score of South Koreans on the long-term orienta-
tion index coupled with the design of the ePortfolio assignment may help explain this
occurrence.
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