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The Inter/National Coalition for Electronic Portfolio Research (at http://ncepr.org/) “convenes research/practitioners to study the impact of eportfolios on student learning and educational outcomes.” UC became involved beginning in 2008, as part of Cohort V of the INCEPR initiative. More detail about our original proposal for inclusion in this three-year Cohort is available in the CET&L website, at http://www.uc.edu/cetl/tchtech/eport.html 
Our research project within Cohort V was generated in response to Ohio’s call for implementation of the Voluntary System of Assessment (VSA), one further suggesting the use of the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA). During our study, we developed a “dual pilot” examination of the applicability of e-portfolios alongside the CLA. Comparing student outcomes from these two assessment methods provided insight into the validity of the standardized tests, especially in their claims to identify value-added learning, and also shed light on some of the concerns that have been raised about implementing the CLA for institutional assessment. 

High-achieving first-year Honors students participated through a credit-bearing, introductory seminar course. Data from the CLA and evaluated reflective essays collected in e-portfolios provided comparative information on how UC’s baccalaureate competencies are effectively adding value as measured over time and across disciplines. Writing within the e-portfolios was assessed using the VALUE metarubrics for critical thinking and written communication developed by the Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
Primary research question for this study: Does the comparison of the CLA to e-portfolios – in terms of effective and persuasive measurement of learning outcomes – warrant the adoption of the CLA as a university-wide assessment instrument?
The two student artifacts that we examined in our study – one for written communication and the other for critical thinking – were scored by a team of two raters using close variations on the AAC&U VALUE rubrics. In both cases, the correlations were reliably high: the average scoring group correlation was 0.669 and the total rater correlation was 0.765. 
Among several reasons that critics cite in arguing against ePortfolios for assessment purposes (see, for instance, Shavelson, Klein, and Benjamin, The Limitations of Portfolios, Inside Higher Ed, October 16, 2009)  they have opposed using portfolios for higher education assessment because of a lack of standardization. For our study, within the scope of a single institution, this proved not to be a concern, since our application of the VALUE rubrics resulted in very respectable rates of inter-rater reliability.
At the same time, a five-year study funded by the Lumina Foundation (http://www.collegiatelearningassessment.org/files/CLA_Lumina_Longitudinal_Study_Summary_Findings.pdf) also raises concerns about using the CLA test results for individual student level assessment and suggests that great care must be taken in assigning meaning to individual student CLA scores or to outcomes that are not drawn from large data samples covering several years. These results reinforce our own conclusions from our study.
Conclusions
The results of our study emphasize the importance of keeping assessment of student learning firmly anchored within the curriculum and also very much under the ownership of the faculty. The VALUE rubrics appear to be quite useful in providing a framework for assessing student-constructed responses for individual student evaluation, at least within a single institution. When used carefully, the rubrics can yield high inter-rater reliability among faculty from various units in the assessment of the traits associated with the competencies that faculty experts have agreed represent competent writing and critical thinking. VALUE rubrics further provide student-level assessment of clearly identified and separable factors, thus providing useful insight for individual student diagnostic assessment. Moreover, the rubrics can also help guide continuous program improvement in that students’ average or individual scores on a particular trait can be observed over time and provide useful data before and after the introduction of program modifications or changes in pedagogical methods.
Our study found that VALUE-scored student artifacts designed by faculty to capture critical thinking and effective writing do not correlate to any meaningful degree with the CLA test designed to measure the same or similar skills. This lack of alignment with faculty evaluations of the same skill sets for the same student in the same time frame suggests the CLA may not reflect faculty valuation. At the same time, we are not seeking to lead our faculty in the direction of adopting and supporting the CLA.
Our study also reinforces the widely held notion that an institution needs to employ a complex and varied assessment strategy to understand the achievement of student learning outcomes, to demonstrate the value of the educational experience offered by that institution, to make sure that students are well prepared for lifelong learning and ongoing intellectual inquiry, and to provide a framework for program feedback and improvement. More specifically, however, our study suggests major limitations in the CLA’s ability to contribute significantly to such a strategy, at least from the standpoint of faculty involvement in assessment at the University of Cincinnati. The title of Hutchings’ (2010) paper for the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment – “Opening Doors to Faculty Involvement in Assessment” – points towards the recurring theme underlying her six recommendations. All of Hutchings’ recommended strategies are designed to help advance “what happens when faculty are significant participants in the assessment process – not just token members of a committee cobbled together for an accreditation visit or an after-the-fact audience for assessment results they had no part in shaping but central voices and shapers of activity” (p.7).
Given these results and the University of Cincinnati’s history of using rubrics to assess student learning outcomes in relation to general education, it appears likely that UC faculty will have greater confidence in data that comes from rubric-scored student artifacts created within the higher stakes context of course assignments. At least within the setting of this experiment, we know that VALUE rubrics can be applied in ways that yield high agreement on student performance across faculty from different disciplines. 
Next steps
What is needed now is a multi-institution investigation replicating the work of this study across a representative sample of institutions. Only then will we have evidence that VALUE- scored student artifacts can be scored with adequate inter-rater reliability to produce the “comparable scores” required for VSA reporting. Moreover, such a study should now consider student artifacts within the context of ePortfolios. Some of our future research, not reflected in the publishable study, will consider ePortfolios as structures and will also seek to establish connections with other institutions in Ohio for purposes of comparisons around VALUE-scored artifacts, in particular, as well as ePortfolios more generally. 
