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Abstract

The paper briefly introduces the usage of the portfolio approach focusing on some of the reasons for adoption in the
UK and the origins of the portfolio model. This is followed by an overview of the portfolio model as applied to
Competency Based Training, in particular: the roles of learner and assessor; the range of potential evidence; and the
need for structuring and indexing. Advantages and disadvantages of the portfolio model are considered including
strategies for reducing the impacts of the disadvantages. This discussion concludes that advantages outweigh
disadvantages particularly if impact minimisation strategies are adopted. The paper then focuses on the potential for
supporting improved quality in evidence collection and assessment, through opportunities to utilise a wide variety
of evidence meeting differing learner and qualification requirements. Discussion then addresses strategies for
increased cost-effectiveness through the movement of responsibility for collecting and presenting/managing
evidence from the assessor to the learner thus reducing practitioner time input. The final section considers the
linkages between the portfolio model and the requirements of the Australian Quality Training Framework
Standards. The conclusions stress the advantages of the portfolio model for quality and cost effectiveness and also
emphasise the benefits to learners of this approach.



Introduction

Portfolios have been used for evidence gathering and assessment in other parts of the world since the introduction
of Competency Based Training (CBT). They have also been used for Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in the
tertiary sector. In the UK they were used frequently in the 1990s by institutions delivering the UK qualifications in
Adult Education for practitioners in Further Education (FE) – similar to TAFE. Portfolios have been used across
other industry areas including the horse industry, IT and business administration. This is likely to be partially a
consequence of practitioners’ experience of portfolios during their own training. Use of portfolios was further
encouraged through the implementation, by UK national awarding bodies for CBT, of an external standardisation
system known as verification. This requires that learner evidence of competence (usually in the form of a portfolio)
be made available for the External Verifier (EV) to ensure that achievement is appropriately evidenced and
recorded. An EV samples and confirms assessment as well as monitoring the tracking and recording processes of
institutions. A third factor which may have influenced the use of portfolios in the UK was the growing emphasis on
RPL – known in the UK as Accreditation of Prior (Experiential) Learning (AP(E)L). Integrating RPL evidence into
a portfolio is straightforward whereas it is difficult to blend it into more rigid and prescribed assessment structures.
Portfolios have their origin in self-development and reflective practice. The approach has been modified to an
outcomes based model for CBT and, in this form, is applicable for evidencing any learning which can be expressed
as outcomes or competencies and described in performance terms.

A portfolio approach

A portfolio approach to evidence collection involves the collection of a variety of evidence of competence into a
structured format for assessment. Evidence is collected by the learner, (usually into a file) indexed and mapped to
the performance criteria, range statements, critical evidence and underpinning knowledge of the qualification.
Ideally the learner also supplies contextualising and/or linking statements to facilitate understanding by the
assessor. Providing the evidence in a structured and integrated portfolio enables an assessor to assess all of the
evidence provided in the portfolio against the criteria and to make a valid, fair and reliable judgement about the
demonstrated competence of the learner and the sufficiency of the evidence which is contained in the portfolio.

Confusion between the meanings of evidence and assessment is not uncommon among VET practitioners.
Assessment is the process of determining whether there is evidence of competence. This evidence can be provided
through the use of assessment instruments/tools. These are assessment tasks/activities tailored to offer opportunities
of demonstrating competence in some or all of the performance criteria from particular elements/units. They are
carried out by learners and may be assessed by assessors (directly observing the activity or evaluating the product)
to determine whether the learner has provided evidence of competence through the activity. Using tailored
assessment tasks is not the only way of determining competence. Evidence of competence can also be provided
through: observation of actual workplace activities; authenticated photographic evidence or products/artefacts
(including manufactured articles, workplace documents, letters, records); video or audio recordings; diaries/logs
containing plans and designs for products or events; reflective journals/self-evaluations; and third party reports
from workplace supervisors and others including clients and peers.

A portfolio of evidence may contain a mixture of evidence types from those above (including that generated by
tailored assessment tasks). The mix of evidence will vary from learner to learner although in the context of
Training Packages some evidence forms may be obligatory as critical aspects of evidence specified within the
package.

Advantages and disadvantages of a portfolio approach

Presenting a portfolio enables the assessor to consider a range of evidence. This is fairer and more flexible for the
learner and renders the judgement more reliable. Evidence is accumulated over a period of time (from the very
beginning of the course in some cases) showing an ongoing development which is a requirement of the Australian
Quality Training Framework (AQTF) Standards. A further advantage of this is that portfolios can be assessed at
any point – ie if a learner is “dropping out” for any reason their portfolio to date can be assessed and they can then
be credited with (and receive Statements of Attainment for) any units achieved to date. The potential for over-
assessment is reduced by presenting evidence in a portfolio. Over-assessment can occur when tailored assessment
tools are developed for specific elements/units because they may also address other performance criteria
elements/units without the assessor realising this. Portfolios provide a more holistic approach to assessment
allowing more opportunities for realistic assessment by reducing the number of artificial/simulated tasks needing to
be individually assessed and replacing some with evidence of real workplace performance. Portfolios are very
flexible – evidence types can be selected to meet the needs of individual learners. Learners often become more
engaged with the learning process and better motivated when presented with some or all of the responsibility for
their own learning and evidence collection. This has positive impacts not only on the learner but also on the



lecturer/assessor. An ongoing effect is the development of lifelong learning habits. Learners develop the evidence
habit and can thus recognise opportunities to apply evidence collected in their portfolios to other situations such as
job applications. Evidencing competence through portfolios facilitates moderation and standardisation because
portfolios (or a sample of them) can be retained for discussion at meetings. Some of the evidence can also be
copied and retained as exemplar and ongoing standardisation of assessment material. Using portfolios is potentially
cost effective because: learners become responsible for parts of the process thus reducing the amount of practitioner
time commitment; the number of tailored assessment tools required may be reduced; and the number of re-
assessments/re-submissions is also likely to be less. Compliance opportunities both for Training Package
requirements and AQTF Standards (particularly Standard 8) are enhanced.

Although portfolios as an evidencing mechanism have numerous advantages there are also a number of potential
disadvantages. Few learners will have the necessary skills to develop a portfolio without training and support in the
portfolio building process. This is most easily overcome by utilising group workshops which may be cross
disciplinary and which utilise a specialist facilitator and peer support processes. Of course, once a learner has the
necessary skills they no longer need such a high degree of support. Initial motivation of learners may sometimes be
challenging, and this motivation is one of the keys to success. Several strategies can be adopted including:
provision of support materials, exemplars and case studies for portfolio building; use of relevant and appropriate
language and visuals; provision of a visually attractive folder and templates for indexing and linking material;
encouraging ownership through identifying other uses of evidence, through self-assessment and through ongoing
portfolio building activities; and using positive feedback when learners are even slightly pro-active in suggesting or
collecting possible evidence. Sometimes a high degree of learner motivation can give rise to the generation of
unnecessarily large amounts of superfluous evidence, introducing self-assessment and focusing on the inclusion of
the “best” evidence can overcome this problem. Care should be taken with portfolio storage (it should be secure)
because of potential confidentiality issues if learners are including workplace documents as part of their evidence.
Finally, if the portfolio approach is not well planned and managed the potential cost benefits may be cancelled out.

The advantages of adopting a portfolio model can be seen to considerably outweigh the disadvantages. This is
particularly so in terms of the learner focus of the experience and its consequent impact on final levels of learner
motivation and self esteem. Although the disadvantages may be seen to have a disproportionate effect in terms of
potential increases in practitioner time commitment and monetary cost, all of these can be minimised through
utilisation of the recommended strategies.

Quality evidence collection and assessment

Utilising a portfolio approach enhances the potential for high quality evidence through several mechanisms. It
provides opportunities for the collection of a range of evidence of competence. This enables the learner (with
support from a practitioner if necessary) to select the “best” ie the most appropriate and highest quality examples
for inclusion. Current practice in TAFE tends to rely heavily on the provision of the “same” evidence by each
learner (often a written assignment or test) from tailored assessment tools. Feedback from practitioners suggests
that this is due to a mistaken belief that achieving consistency of assessment is only possible if all learners
undertake the same assignment to generate evidence. For some learners and indeed for a number of qualifications
particularly at Certificate I, II and to some extent Certificate III level this written work may not be the best vehicle
for demonstrating competence because of its dependence on literacy and language levels.

The quality of assessment also has the potential to be enhanced through the presentation of portfolios. Assessors
have the opportunity to view the evidence holistically rather than (as is often the case) as a series of fragments
generated through written assignments and observation of isolated work-based tasks. Portfolios are also helpful in
maintaining consistency of assessment with respect to the standard of achievement necessary to demonstrate
competence because they are available for assessors to make a holistic comparison across learners and thus reduce
the risk of changing standards with time. It is also possible to retain copies of evidence as exemplars for
standardisation in future to ensure that successive cohorts of students are not subjected to changing expectations.
Ideally examples should cover a range of evidence types (including, but not limited to, tailored assessment tools)
and include a minimum of 2-3 each of insufficient, barely demonstrating achievement (borderline), sufficiency and
showing a high level of achievement. These standardisation examples are also useful for assisting new assessors in
bringing their assessment in line with existing standards and for moderation/verification. A further advantage with
portfolios is that a moderator/verifier can navigate easily through the portfolio to confirm the judgement of the
assessor by sampling the attainment of a variety of elements/criteria.

Cost effective evidence collection and assessment

Initial reactions to the use of a portfolio approach are often that it must be expensive financially as a result of
additional practitioner time requirements. However this is not necessarily so if the process is well managed. There
are a number of factors which can contribute to reducing rather than increasing costs. Moving the responsibility for



collecting and presenting evidence away from the organisationally expensive assessor to the organisationally
inexpensive learner can reduce time spent by the practitioner in developing assessment tools, in re-assessment and
in managing the evidence. For the move to learner responsibility for evidence collection to be effective students
need to be well informed regarding the nature of acceptable evidence and will also need some ongoing support if
this is their first experience of developing a portfolio. Learners can thus ensure that they have evidence for all
criteria – a complete portfolio at first submission saves re-assessment time. Assessment time may be reduced
because the assessor can navigate easily through the portfolio to check that all necessary evidence exists, is
sufficient and meets the required standard. Moving evidence management responsibilities to the learner can also
save practitioner time, although again learners need support if they are not familiar with the process. The support
for evidence collection and management (portfolio building) can be provided through group workshops across a
range of disciplines as the skills are generic and not discipline specific. Utilising reports from workplace
supervisors with knowledge of competent performance in the industry can save practitioner time on assessment of
workplace tasks. Product evidence validated by an appropriate third party such as a workplace supervisor is also a
potential assessment timesaver. Circumspection is necessary particularly with respect to products because the
existence of an acceptable product does not provide evidence of competence in all processes involved in its
production eg Health and Safety considerations, correct use of non-printing characters in a word processed
document, disproportionate amount of time taken in production. Video evidence is also a possible option which can
save assessor travelling time and costs, this becomes more cost effective if the learner then takes responsibility for
indexing the recording so that the assessor can easily find pertinent sections for assessment.

Learners will need training in evidence collection and portfolio preparation. However for each learner this will
normally be a “one off” with little further cost of this type incurred as the learner progresses through additional
qualifications. There will also be a need for a considerable amount of generic recording, evidence collecting and
exemplar documentation for learner use. This will have a development cost (again a “one off” apart from regular
review and resulting updates) and an ongoing cost per individual. These costs will in most cases be outweighed by
the reduction in assessor time required.

AQTF compliant evidence collection and assessment

Using a portfolio approach can facilitate compliance with the AQTF standards in a number of ways. Some of these
have already been discussed previously under the quality heading. However, in terms of specific linkage with the
standards, portfolios offer greater opportunities for: flexibility of assessment; meeting individual learner assessment
needs; complying with the specific requirements of Training Packages; a variety of assessment strategies;
availability of alternative assessment mechanisms; ongoing evidence collection and (if required) assessment;
holistic assessment; focusing on real workplace tasks; demonstrating sufficiency of evidence; avoiding the use of
assessment tools with literacy/language needs beyond those required in the workplace; evidencing the validity,
reliability, farness and flexibility of assessment; and potential for comparison of assessor judgements leading to
improved standardisation and greater consistency across assessments both for full time learners and those applying
for Recognition of Prior Learning.



Conclusion

An effective portfolio approach to evidence collection can have a number of advantages including:

® facilitating Training Package compliance
® providing exemplars for standardisation and consistency of assessment
® enhancing student experience and developing lifelong learners
® streamlining the lecturer’s tasks
® applicability to almost all learners
® particular value for distance and flexible learners
® cost effectiveness
® facilitation of AQTF compliance

The factors discussed here relate mostly to the impacts of portfolio utilisation on the quality of assessment and the
costs. Thus the focus has been on the advantages to institutions and practitioners adopting this approach with
learners. Some of the benefits to the learner in engaging with this approach are touched upon in discussion of the
enhanced potential for AQTF compliance. However one of the major gains for most learners is the development of
skills in self-evaluation and reflection which often form the first steps on the road to lifelong learning as a
sophisticated learner.
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