The following is the plenary talk that was given at the AAEEBL Northeast Conference on March 18, 2011 by Rhode Island College President, Nancy Carriuolo.  It was very well-received, and is something the readers of The AAEEBL Learner have occasion to share.  

Using IT to Support Teaching and Learning: How a Skeptic Became a Believer

Nancy Carriuolo, Ph.D., President of Rhode Island College and President Emeritus of the National Association of Developmental Education

I am pleased to be able to kick off our regional AAEEBL conference.  AAEEBL is entering its third year – just as I am entering my third year as president of Rhode Island College.  It is a hard time to be a new president or to be founding a membership organization because of the economic situation around the globe.  As a college president, I know firsthand that not only my own 155-year-old college but also  – centuries-old family businesses, financial institutions and even churches -- are all working hard to stay viable during these difficult economic times.  In that context, how amazing it is that AAEEBL was able to establish and grow regional as well as international membership.  Clearly, the topics that the Association for Authentic, Experiential, and Evidence-based Learning offers are considered by educators to be vital in the ever-changing field of education.
Student learning outcomes, e-portfolios, assessment, faculty development, collaboration, research and reflection for continuous lifelong improvement are all central to the work of AAEEBL – and central to the expectations of the public as well as the state and federal government as we all strive to improve education with fewer and fewer resources.  

The concept of continuous improvement based on data analysis has long been embraced by the NEASC, our regional accrediting agency.  As the concept evolved, faculty and administrators found themselves awash in data with no idea what it all meant.  I recall sitting in a national conference session in the early 1990s, listening to an administrator from the University of Phoenix.  The presenter was the assessment director for the then relatively new online institution.  Her opening slide flashed on with a set of bulleted skills and knowledge that students would know after completing one of the university’s courses.   She noted with a huge smile that accrediting associations love seeing quantifiable success.  She added that business owners who pay for their employees’ courses – and the employees who are spending their precious time – also deserve to know what they are getting in exchange for the time and money spent on the course.  She reviewed with us all the skills and knowledge promised to the successful student at the end of instruction in a management course offered by the University of Phoenix. The audience was very quiet.   I remember thinking, “Oh, oh.  They are promising value for one’s money.  This idea is going to really catch on.”  I looked around at some other members of the audience who looked at tense as I did.   I think we all knew that this idea – which looked like a whole lot of work – was going to be very popular with the students and the general public.  I immediately began to rationalize all the roadblocks to doing this kind of work across the curriculum.  Hey, I knew how to drag my feet when needed.  My background is in the humanities, so I stopped listening to the speaker and started musing that we would never be able to plot outcomes for courses like drawing.  Spelling out bench- marked skills and proficiencies seemed so mathematical – who could ever reduce a work of art and its artist to a set of specific skills and knowledge?  I hurrumphed to myself, “Dissecting a work of art is impossible.”  I mentally ran through a list of courses for which quantifying outcomes would be hard– ones I decided were not as cut and dried as the business courses that the presenter was discussing.  However, I felt only mildly comforted by my mental rant.  The assessment wave was coming.  I could feel it, and there would be nowhere to hide.

 Of course, over time – like thousands of others - I became less resistant.  I began to see the value for faculty and others who work with students.  I would like to say that realization took only a matter of months.  To be honest, though, I could have birthed five or six children faster than I came to value assessment and portfolios.  It was a developmental process for me that passed rather slowly.  Only over a period of years did I come to see that even the arts can be defined as producing skills and that, yes, even works of art can be assessed to some degree using rubrics.   Thanks to e-portfolios, we can also see progress made in the now-defined quality of a student’s work.  Somewhere along the way I became a believer.  Nothing is more compelling, though, than to hear a student talk about his or her portfolio.  Because of time constraints, often only faculty have an opportunity to work directly with a student and the portfolio as a product AND as a process, both of which are learning experiences.  
Because I am a hands-on president, last spring I agreed to evaluate a local high school’s senior year portfolios as part of a team of people.  That experience was an eye-opener.  Presentation of the portfolios was, perhaps, almost as important as the portfolios themselves.   I would like to share with you what I observed as students presented their portfolios.  
I was amazed by the breadth and depth of the learning experience facilitated by portfolios.  In the space of about 15 minutes, I learned about each student’s background and interests.  Let me give one example:  One young man said that he was an athlete.  He was not strong in regard to verbal and written skills, but he used athletics as the focus of several of his written artifacts.  Although he was correct about his less-than-accurate usage of English, he spoke with enthusiasm and clarity when the topic was one that interested him.  
A different student spoke about her personal challenges.  We have been hearing a great deal about bullying in schools.  Students also suffer outside school for a variety of reasons, including homelessness.  These personal challenges are sometimes revealed in essays and in student artwork, as was the case with this young lady.  Essays and art contain nuggets sometimes for a counselor to use in assisting a student.

We also heard about faculty and counselors who inspired their students.  In the questioning period that followed each presentation, I was interested in knowing more about why those mentors were inspiring.  Why do students work so hard to meet the expectations of certain teachers?  Is it because they know exactly what is expected?  Is it because the faculty member reviews and comments on the artifacts?  Is it because the student admires the particular faculty member for some reason – and perhaps aspires to be like him or her?  Or – as some students said – inspiration arises for all these reasons.
We moved from hearing about students’ inspiration to their aspirations and self-evaluations of their challenges.  Some were going to the community college for financial reasons.  Others spoke confidently of being ready for research universities and careers.  A number of the students spoke about not doing very well in the beginning of high school, but of maturing and growing, as evidenced by the changes in their portfolio artifacts.  I was impressed with the self-analysis of their products and the relationship that they saw between the artifacts and the various periods in their lives when they were produced.     
Perhaps what I liked best about the portfolio presentations was the clear linkage between a student’s self-awareness and the likelihood that the students – even the ones on the fringes of failure – would change behaviors and improve work products with graduation as a goal.  Maintaining and evaluating a portfolio is part of the process of developing self-awareness and responsibility for one’s success.  Self-awareness and responsibility for one’s success are vital to moving failing students into confident, successful students.  Such students can talk about their strengths and growth – determine value added -- and point to artifacts in their portfolios as evidence.  They can also plan with a faculty mentor to identify weaknesses and how to work on weaknesses until the needed skills and knowledge reach an acceptable level.  I am a past president of the National Association for Developmental Education.  Research in the field of developmental education has shown that students enrolled in remedial courses often are extrinsically rather than intrinsically motivated.  In other words, they do not see that they are responsible for their own success or failure.  They see success and failure as being the result of forces that lie outside their control.  Students who assemble portfolios, in contrast, develop a confidence that they are the masters of their academic success or failure.  
As a side benefit, students who may not have access to computers at home, become comfortable using technology as they plan and revise their portfolios.  They even learn how to organize, a skill that serves us all well at work as well as at home.  As April approaches, I begin my search for tax receipts;  mine are usually  crumpled at the bottoms of my fall, winter and spring purses and coat pockets, much to my husband’s dismay.  Routine attention to organization is clearly a very good skill to develop young, and e-portfolios do just that.
Portfolios are a support to the teaching and learning process.  They also support teachers and learners in gaining credibility with external groups.  As you know, President Obama has set a goal of our young people getting the best education possible.  He frets that American has gone in a generation from being #1 to #12 in college graduation rates.  He sees our slipping educational achievement as one of the causes of our great country’s economic decline.  I see the e-portfolio – with its ease in accumulating and manipulating large amounts of data – as a means of proving the academic accomplishments of our students.  

E-portfolios are an important tool for external accountability to the stakeholders who have lost confidence in higher education.  In this economy public schools vie with charter schools for students and funds.  Higher education vies with social services and other agencies that demand greater and greater chunks of state and federal budgets.  We need to be able to point to our worth to society and to make our case with the general public.  We cannot just assume – as we have for centuries – that everyone will value education.

To my mind, though, the greatest intrinsic value of e-portfolios still lies in their role in engaging students with faculty in discussing, measuring, and remediating when needed – using artifacts students have chosen to demonstrate their best work.  The portfolio process engages the student not only as an active learner, but also as his/her own astute self-evaluator.  Now that is a skill we all need to carry from school to college to work to home life and citizenship.  This kind of self-analysis is a habit of mind that will develop the thinking that we need to create world-class problem solvers and creative, successful entrepreneurs who do not falter when their businesses encounter trouble.  
Over the past 20 years, I have moved from a feeling of “oh, oh” when the University of Phoenix first introduced me to electronic outcomes assessment to a feeling of “ah ha, this is good for learners.”  My question now as a college president is - what work remains to be done?  Where do we head next?
One part of the work that remains is for all of you to reach out to your presidents and involve them.  How many of your presidents truly know about your work with assessment?  Have you shown your president a sample e-portfolio?  My own education faculty and dean met with me recently to update me on their use of Chalk and Wire for e-portfolios.  Students can access and build their portfolios from mobile devices or any computer with web access.  They demonstrated for me assessment reports that can be generated and hiring portfolios.  

Here are some questions to ask yourself:  Do you – perhaps through your vice president – see that your president is regularly updated about technology and how it can be used to improve teaching and learning?  Is your work part of the college or university’s strategic plan?  The plan is usually tied to future budget.  If you want support, your initiatives need to be included at some level in a strategic plan and its accompanying budget.  I am not suggesting that you plan a day for your president to get to know you and your work.  Your president will probably not be easily available to you.  Most presidents are very busy.  We are especially busy if we do not want to do something.  However, presidents are ALL interested in improved student achievement and in saving money.  
Think about a three-minute elevator speech for your president.  In three minutes, what can you tell me about how your work improves achievement and saves money?  You will have the president’s attention.  Last fall I was walking across campus.  Two IT people caught up with me and gave me their elevator speeches.  One asked if I knew about software he was reviewing that would help us keep in touch with students better by email.  The other told me that we had never met because he is the one who spends days out of sight, keeping the miles of technology wires on campus humming along.  These are good elevator speeches.  They had my attention, if only for three minutes, and I have remembered the two IT employees and their work.  Be ready with what you might like your president to know if you see him or her on campus.
I would also like to share my perspective as someone who oversees all the employees on campus.  I have a general knowledge of the work of not only the faculty but also the professional staff engaged in admissions, tutoring, and counseling.  I see another important next step as making the portfolio easy to use by non-faculty.  I have a mental image of an e-portfolio as an accordion that can be expanded to see the wealth of detail that interests faculty and academic or placement advisors, counselors or tutors.  A faculty member engaged in advisement, tutoring, or placement, especially in a specialized discipline, is likely to delve into the rich details of an e- portfolio either at the point an admission decision is being made or when working with a student to guide development.   Students are also interested in the wealth of detail in their own e-portfolios and the portfolios of their peers.  However, not every stakeholder has that time or interest.  A next step is to make sure the e-portfolio, like an accordion, can also be collapsed to provide just a one-minute snapshot of the success of the portfolio on several dimensions such as growth over time and overall success in various skill sets.  This snapshot is more likely to be of use to admissions counselors since they commonly review thousands of applications.  Admissions counselors would be interested, for example, in basic skill proficiency as well as in any evidence of notable growth as the student approached the senior year.  The key is using the portfolio’s evidence fairly and accurately to provide such evidence at a glance.  An alternative is to use the portfolio, again if reduced to manageable proportions, to take the place of the time-honored admissions essay as an expression of the student’s goals, personality, and readiness for college.
In other words, the e-portfolio should become more flexible so it serves the needs of multiple audiences who are looking to them as proof of student growth or achievement of a benchmark.   An academic who is engaging in advisement, teaching, placement, or admission consultation might look at length through a portfolio.  An admissions director, though, wants something much more quantifiable that can be used to rank a student for admission.  A legislator or other public stakeholder will also want just the quick snapshot. Perhaps most importantly, as Teach for America and other similar organizations move the school reform movement forward, we will need to provide them with a way to align the portfolio outcomes with their data in ways that can be used to designate a student, the student’s teacher, and the teacher preparation program as effective.   Such stakeholders should be consulted to determine what factors and variable are most important to them as we work to devise quick snapshots of the portfolio that -- at-a-glance – can document success on whatever dimensions are most relevant to a particular group.   Otherwise, portfolios will be bypassed by some as too cumbersome to be used in discerning effectiveness.  
I have come over many years full circle from being a naysayer to being an advocate for all the good assessment work that is captured in an e-portfolio.  Some of us are just slow learners.

I am honored to be on the ABBEEL board, and I look forward to seeing this work valued by a growing number of stakeholders and continually refined to support the engagement of students of all ages as lifelong, reflective, continuously improving learners.  
