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SUMMARY  

This case study explored the nature of the learning experience with an eportfolio 

and whether it enhanced the development of critical thinking in online distance 

learners. The project adopted a case study approach, following twenty-four online 

distance learners over the course of one academic year studying an intermediate 

sociology module as part of the BA (Hons) Humanities/ BA (Hons) Humanities 

(Psychology Major) at Open Education, DCU. The study focused on the case of the 

learner experience of eportfolio based learning and the process of developing 

critical thinking. 

 

The research question for this study was: Can eportfolios enhance the nature of the 

learning experience and the development of critical thinking among online distance 

learners? Data were generated using the participant eportfolio entries and two-time 

semi structured interviews. The participants were interviewed with their eportfolio 

where written, visual and physical artefacts were used as stimulus during the 

interviews. The analytical approach for the study was thematic analysis, a data led 

approach following the Braun & Clarke (2006) six phases of thematic analysis.  

 

The findings were presented into five themes, which demonstrated the 

multifaceted nature of learning experiences with an eportfolio and its relationship 

with the development of critical thinking for online distance learners. The themes 

were; being an online distance learner, the experience of learning with an 

eportfolio, my approach to learning, thinking critically in my eportfolio, the 

sociology discipline context. 
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Arguably the most decisive findings from the data were; that learning with an 

eportfolio supported the development of critical thinking skills and dispositions 

within the discipline context for online distance learners. The eportfolio was more 

than a technological tool for online distance students, it was a deeply personal 

space where students experimented with new ideas and approaches. Furthermore, 

the sociology discipline context was fundamental to meaningful learning with an 

eportfolio.  In addition, this case study demonstrated the significance of the 

temporal aspect of learning with an eportfolio. The retrospective act of reflecting 

back on their learning and the future focused planning had a positive impact on the 

student learning experience. Finally, learning with an eportfolio enabled online 

distance learners to document their lived experiences and learning approaches 

which gave a unique picture of what it is like to be an online distance student.  

 

The study concludes with a number of recommendations for practitioners, 

researchers and future lines of research such as further exploration of the 

relationship between discipline context, eportfolio based learning and the 

development of disciplinary critical thinking. 
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ABSTRACT  

Developing critical thinking through eportfolio based learning: an 

exploration of the experiences of non-traditional online distance learners 

This doctoral study explores the nature of the learning experience with an eportfolio and 

whether it enhances the development of critical thinking among online distance learners. 

The project adopts a case study approach, following twenty-four online distance learners 

over the course of one academic year. The study focuses on the case of the learner 

experience of eportfolio based learning and the process of developing critical thinking. 

 The research question for the study is: Can eportfolios enhance the nature of the learning 

experience and the development of critical thinking among online distance learners? Data 

were generated using the participant eportfolio entries and two-time semi structured 

interviews. The participants were interviewed with their eportfolio, written, visual and 

ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ eportfolio were used as stimulus during the 

interviews. The analytical approach for the study was thematic analysis, a data led approach 

following the Braun & Clarke (2006) six phases of thematic analysis. The findings were 

presented into five themes, which demonstrated the multifaceted nature of learning 

experiences with an eportfolio and its relationship with the development of critical thinking 

for online distance learners. The themes were; being an online distance learner, the 

experience of learning with an eportfolio, my approach to learning, thinking critically in my 

eportfolio, the sociology discipline context. 

Findings indicate that learning with an eportfolio can enhance the nature of the learning 

experience by providing learners with a personal space to evaluate their own learning, to 

process their thoughts and experiences and to document their lives and learning in an 

authentic and meaningful way.  In addition, the findings suggest that learning with an 

eportfolio can enhance the development of critical thinking skills and dispositions within a 

disciplinary context.  
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GLOSSARY 

Eportfolio: Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ά¢ƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ 

ŦƻǊ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƧǳŘƛŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳents 

ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΧ¢ƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻΣ 

then, becomes more than a product, a simple repository of artefacts; it becomes a process 

of reflection, of organizing, prioritizing, analysing, and communicatƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 

ǾŀƭǳŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻŀƭǎέ ό½ǳōƛȊŀǊŜǘǘŀΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦсрύΦ 

Online distance learner: An online distance learner is a part time adult learner based off 

campus, studying on a course where the majority of the learning is online, but may engage 

in a small number of face to face classes. 

Online distance learning: Online distance learning is a course where the majority of the 

learning is online, the students are based off campus but may engage in a small number of 

face to face classes. 

Critical thinking: άcritical thinking is a judgement process. Its goal is to decide what to 

believe and/or what to do in relation to the available evidence, using appropriate 

conceptualizations and methods and evaluated by the appropriate criterƛŀέ όCŀŎƛƻƴŜ ϧ 

Facione, 2008, p.2). 

Critical folio thinking: The critical folio thinking framework conceptualises effective learning 

portfolio practice as comprising of four elements: the process of learning, critical thinking 

skills, reflection and discipline context. The process of learning portfolio practice can be 

transformative, personal and empowering for students. Effective learning portfolio practice 

can stimulate critical thinking, provide space for students to experiment and reflect on their 

learning journeys. Reflective writing is the medium which facilitates learning portfolio 

practice. The developmental process of learning portfolio practice can be authentic, 

promote deep learning and should be grounded in a disciplinary context. 

 



 
 

1 CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this study is to explore the nature of the learning experience with an 

eportfolio and whether or not it can enhance the development of critical thinking 

among online distance learners studying an intermediate sociology module as part 

of the BA (Hons) Humanities/ BA (Hons) Humanities (Psychology Major) at Open 

Education, DCU. The study focuses on the case of the learner experience of 

eportfolio based learning and the process of developing critical thinking. This 

introductory chapter outlines the background, context, rationale, research 

questions, contexts, theoretical frameworks, research design and methods and 

organisation of this doctoral study.  

 

1.2 BACKGROUND 

This journey began ten years ago when I was asked to teach a module on personal 

development for first year undergraduates. Never having taught personal 

development before, I was struggling to come up with a teaching and assessment 

plan for the module. I spoke with a more experienced colleague and he suggested 

that I could use a portfolio assessment approach. Taking his suggestion, I started 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ L ŦƻǳƴŘ IŜƭŜƴ .ŀǊǊŜǘǘΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ WL{/Ωǎ 

resources on eportfolios. At the time, an eportfolio seemed like a more fun and 

innovative approach than a paper based portfolio and I thought the technological 

aspect would ignite the interest of my students. With very little understanding of 

eportfolio pedagogy and a technology focused approach I launched into an 

eportfolio project with this group of students. At the end of the module, the 
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students gave oral presentations with their eportfolios and three aspects of the 

experience captured my attention; how well I knew the students because of the 

personal nature of their eportfolios, the pride they felt presenting their eportfolios 

and that something interesting was happening for the students in process of 

creating an eportfolio. The following year, I introduced eportfolio as an assessment 

into three further modules, conducted a small research project which examined the 

learner perspective on portfolio assessment and persuaded the college to pilot an 

open source eportfolio platform called Mahara. These initial steps shaped the early 

ideas for this doctoral study.  

 

1.3 RATIONALE FOR THIS STUDY 

This study set out to explore whether eportfolio practice might enable students to 

develop critical thinking skills and enhance their learning experiences in higher 

education. This research topic is important because developing university students 

who can think critically and learn in a self-aware, authentic and meaningful way is 

widely recognised as the goal of higher education.  In fact, the Irish National 

Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 describes critical thinking as one of the key 

characteristics of future graduates (Department of Education & Skills, 2011).  

 

Although critical thinking has been perceived one of the key outcomes of higher 

education, this outcome is often unfulfilled with university students graduating with 

underdeveloped critical thinking skills (Dunne, 2015; Ennis, 2016; Facione, 1990; 

Willingham, 2007). A recent survey of Irish employers found that graduates lacked 

analytical skills (Grad Ireland, 2015). If critical thinking skills are a desired outcome 

of higher education by government, employers, academics and researchers, how 

can they be fostered in higher education students? 
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One approach to fostering critical thinking skills may be through new modes of 

learning and assessment such as eportfolio based learning. There is growing 

evidence of the impact of eportfolio practice on student learning, which is 

summarised below (Baird et. al. 2016; Buente et. al. 2015; Clarke & Hornyak, 2012; 

Eynon & Gambino, 2017; Lambe McNair Smith, 2013; Morreale et. al. 2017).  

 

The research suggests that eportfolio based assessment enables students to: 

¶ Integrate their learning and make connections between modules (Buente 

et. al., 2015; Eynon & Gambino, 2017; Morreale et. al. 2017); 

¶ Learn in an authentic, student centred and meaningful way (Baird et. al., 

2016; Lambe McNair, Smith, 2013);  

¶ Improve their academic writing (Desmet, 2008); 

¶ Learn independently (Clarke & Hornyak, 2012); 

¶ Belong to community and collaborate with peers (Barbera, 2009; Bolliger & 

Shepherd, 2010; Ehiyazaryan-White, 2012; Moran et. al, 2014; Shepherd & 

Bolliger, 2014; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2011; Tucker, 2012; Wang, 2010) 

¶  Learn in a self-regulated way (Alexiou et al., 2010; Jenson, 2011; Lam, 2013; 

Nguyen, 2015; Stoten, 2016). 

 

However, according to Bryant & Chittum (2013) in their seminal article which 

systematically reviewed eportfolio research since 1996, an increased focus on 

empirical research on eportfolio practice is needed to create further evidence for 

eportfolio adoption which is becoming widespread in higher education. This 

research topic is important because very little is known about the impact of 

eportfolio practice on critical thinking development. There have been no empirical 
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studies to date, this gap was highlighted by Bryant & Chittum (2013, p.195) who 

ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

reflective skills, critical thinking skills, deeper levels of learning and student 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ clear 

gap in the eportfolio research in relation to critical thinking. 

 

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŀƛƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎΥ Can eportfolios enhance the 

nature of the learning experience and the development of critical thinking among 

online distance learners? 

Further, the research question can be considered as two interlinked parts: 

¶ Part 1: Can eportfolios enhance the nature of the learning experience 

among online distance learners? 

¶ Part 2: Can eportfolios enhance the development of critical thinking among 

online distance learners? 

1.5 RESEARCH CONTEXT 

The context for this research is the Open Education Unit at Dublin City University 

(DCU). 

The National Distance Education Centre, later called Oscail and now Open 

Education/DCU Connected was founded in 1982, with the aim of providing 

undergraduate and postgraduate degrees to Irish adult learners through the mode 

of distance learning. From 1982 to 2006, students learned by self-directed study of 

course materials that they received by post and by attending a small number of face 

to face tutorials in centres around Ireland (Delaney, 2017). In 2006, the unit began 

the process to evolving from a distance learning mode to a blended online delivery. 
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In 2011, the mode of delivery further evolved from distance to online by introducing 

some synchronous live online tutorials and by delivering the course content 

electronically (Delaney, 2017). At the time of data generation in 2016/17, the mode 

of delivery could be described as an online distance learning course where the 

majority of the learning is online, the students are based off campus but may 

engage in a small number of face to face classes.  

The context of this case study relates to the undergraduate humanities programmes 

offered by Open Education, which includes two qualifications: The Bachelor of Arts 

(Hons) in Humanities and the Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in Humanities (Psychology 

Major), which are part time modular degree programmes whereby learners can 

study a combination of history, sociology, literature, psychology and philosophy. 

The original Humanities Programme began in 1993 while the Psychology major 

began in 2014. The module setting for the study was an intermediate sociology 

module. 

1.6 POLICY & PRACTICE CONTEXTS 

There are a number of macro policy and practice contexts and trends which are now 

considered in relation to the micro perspective of this present study. These macro 

policy and practice contexts impact on the micro context of this case study. This 

section outlines three contexts relevant to the study; firstly, the policy in relation to 

critical thinking, secondly, the role of technology in higher education policy, and 

finally, online distance learning and Irish government policy.  

 

The prevailing conception of critical thinking in Irish, British and European policy is 

as part of a set of generic skills essential for higher education students to attain 

(McMahon, 2014; Pithers & Soden, 2000). This conceptualisation of critical thinking 
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originates from the European higher education reform programme set out by the 

1999 Bologna Declaration (McMahon, 2014). The Bologna process introduced the 

learning outcome approach to programme design and is linked to the emergence of 

a generic skills approach in Irish higher education, as evidenced by the National 

Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 report (Department of Education & Skills, 

2011). In this report, critical thinking was described as one of the key characteristics 

ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎΣ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ 

paid to core skills such as quantitative reasoning, critical thinking, communication 

skills, team-working skills and the effective use of information technologyέ 

(Department of Education & Skills, 2011, p.35). There are a number of authors who 

challenge this prevailing view of critical thinking as a generic skill. They argue that it 

is flawed as it fails to account for the importance of disciplinary context and is 

driven by a neoliberal employability agenda, which has become pervasive in the 

discourse of higher education (Dominguez, 2018; Dunne, 2015; Jones, 2009).  

 

In higher education, the use of technology to support learning and teaching or e-

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ {Ŝƭǿȅƴ όнлмсύ άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

is now woven deeply into the fabric of ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέΦ Lƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΣ 

government policy from 1997 to present day has focused on the development of IT 

infrastructure to facilitate e-learning in higher education which aimed to use 

technology as a supplement to traditional teaching methodologies rather than 

encouraging fully online delivery (Farrelly, 2014). The government policy has been 

narrowly focused on the infrastructural aspect of the use of technology and has 

given little attention to the pedagogical impact of technology on higher education. 

This is evident in the Roadmap for Enhancement in a Digital World 2015-2017 

(2014) report produced by the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching 

and Learning in Higher Education. In Irish government policies on e-learning, 
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technology is framed as enhancing higher education and as a άself-evident ƎƻƻŘέ 

(Farrelly, 2014). 

 

The narratives surrounding technology in higher education tend to view educational 

technology as a panacea or as a disrupter of the current system which will cause 

transformation, this is also prevalent in the eportfolio literature (Bryant & Chittum, 

2013; Farrelly, 2014; Goodfellow 2014; Selwyn, 2016). These narratives should be 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŎŀǳǘƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ {ŜƭǿȅƴΩǎ όнлмсύ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

sceptical of the claims made ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ .ŀȅƴŜΩǎ όнлмпύ 

contention that a more nuanced understanding of digital education that considers 

the relationship between technology, society and education is required. Therefore, 

this study adopts a critical social scientific approach to educational technology 

rather than a technological deterministic one which is prevalent in the educational 

technology discourse (Selwyn, 2010). This study argues that technology can be an 

enabler of learning, but it is important to focus on the pedagogy and the learning 

that has been enabled and not on the technological tool. It is through this lens, that 

eportfolios are explored in this research study, with a focus on eportfolio practice 

and pedagogy rather than technology.  

 

In the practice context, eportfolios are common in American higher education, with 

57% of colleges using eportfolios (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). Similarly, in the UK, a 

survey carried out in 2014 highlighted that 78% of universities now have a centrally 

supported e-portfolio tool (UCISA, 2014). However, in Ireland, there has been a 

relatively slow pace of adoption of eportfolios.  A recent report carried out by the 

Irish National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning found that less 
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than 10% of Irish higher education students were engaged in portfolio based 

assessment (National Forum, 2016). This research study identifies three drivers of 

eportfolio adoption in the higher education literature: government policy, 

eportfolio communities, and funding for eportfolio practice and research. This 

thesis argues that the slow pace of adoption of eportfolios in Ireland is due to the 

absence of the three drivers of eportfolio adoption in Irish higher education. There 

was a lack of government policy drivers, no distinct Irish eportfolio community, and 

a scarcity of funding. 

 

Online and distance education are the fastest growing areas of education 

worldwide. This is because they provide access to educational opportunities in a 

flexible manner to students from diverse backgrounds and geographical regions 

who often cannot access higher education by other means (Delaney & Fox 2013; 

Simpson 2012). However, this trend is not mirrored in the Irish context, the most 

recent figures compiled by the Irish Higher Education Authority (HEA, 2016) reveal 

that only 3% of enrolments are studying remotely and only 17% studying part time. 

Brown (2017) argues that the reason for the low participation rates in online 

distance education and part-time modes of study are due to the current restrictive 

funding model which does not financially support these study modes. Further, the 

current absence of funding for part-time and online distance modes is at odds with 

the stated national education policy which has the aim of increasing the 

participation rates of part time and flexible learners (Brown, 2017; Flannery & 

McGarr, 2014; HEA, 2015).  

The contexts outlined in the section above shape the wider policy and practice 

landscape in which this present study is situated. Three key contexts were 

considered; critical thinking and higher education policy, the role of technology in 
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higher education policy, and finally, online distance learning and Irish government 

policy.  

 

1.7 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

This case study is bounded by two interlinked theoretical frameworks. The 

conception of eportfolio in this case study brings together three distinct theoretical 

approaches to eportfolio practice; ZubizarretaΩs (2008) learning portfolio, Chen & 

.ƭŀŎƪΩǎ (2012) folio thinking ŀƴŘ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ (2017) Catalyst framework for 

high impact eportfolio practice. ZubizarretaΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ the conceptual 

relationship between eportfolio and critical thinking. Of particular relevance, are 

the elements of ZubizarretaΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

thinking ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ƳŜǊƛǘ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

involving students in the power of reflection, the critically challenging act of 

thinking about their learning and constructing a sense of the learning experience as 

a coherent, unified, developmental processέ όZubizarreta, 2008, p.xx). Chen & 

.ƭŀŎƪΩǎ Ŧƻƭƛƻ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ άǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

approach that focuses on designing structured opportunities for students to create 

eportfolio and reflect on their learning experiencesέ όChen & Black, 2010, p.2). This 

focus on eportfolio practice and pedagogy rather than technology is a fundamental 

principle to the understanding of this thesis, ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ōȅ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ 

Catalyst framework for high impact eportfolio practice. The Catalyst Framework 

provides a much needed evidence-based approach to eportfolio practice, the 

features of the framework of particular relevance to this case study are the three 

design principles of inquiry, reflection and integration and the strong focus on 

pedagogy (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). 
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In summary, the model of eportfolio based learning for this case study is that the 

process of eportfolio based learning can be transformative, personal and 

empowering for learners. Effective eportfolio based learning can stimulate critical 

thinking, integrate learning, provide space for learners to experiment and apply 

theory and reflect on their learning journey. The process of learning with an 

eportfolio can be meaningful, authentic and promotes deep learning (See figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1 Learning portfolio practice model 

The conceptualisation of critical thinking in this study is interlinked with the 

theoretical model of learning portfolio practice outlined above. Critical thinking is 

an integral element to effective student learning within the eportfolio practice 
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context. Three distinct theoretical approaches inform the conception of critical 

thinking in this thesis; Facione & CŀŎƛƻƴŜΩǎ (2008) definition of critical thinking and 

model of dispositions, the APA Delphi (Facione, 1990) framework of critical thinking 

skills and Grauerholz & Bouma-IƻƭǘǊƻǇǎΩ (2003) critical sociological thinking model.   

This study places itself firmly in the normative tradition of critical thinking which 

centres on values, quality of thinking and formulation of evaluative judgement. As 

descriptive approaches to critical thinking are overly procedural and mechanistic; 

they reduce the complexity of thinking to computer like processes which do not 

take into account the affective aspect of critical thinking (Bailin, 1999; Fischer & 

Scriven, 1997). 

 

Further, this study argues that critical thinking can be taught and learned within a 

discipline context, following the ideas of Bailin (1999), McPeck (1990) and 

Willingham (2007). As there is growing evidence, that a discipline embedded 

approach to critical thinking can be more effective than a generic skills approach 

(Abrami et. al., 2015; Niu, Behar-Horenstein, Garvan 2013; Tiruneh, Weldelassie, 

Kassa, Tefera, De Cock, Elen, 2016). 

 

/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ άŀ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ Lǘǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ ǘƻ 

decide what to believe and/or what to do in relation to the available evidence, using 

appropriate conceptualizations and methods and evaluated by the appropriate 

criteriaέ όCŀŎƛƻƴŜ ϧ CŀŎƛƻƴŜΣ нллуύ. This definition is evaluative, holistic and brings 

together the key elements of judgement, standards and attitude. Further, the 

motivation to think critically is fundamental and is this clearly set out in the Facione 

(2000) model of seven dispositions towards critical thinking which are: inquisitive, 
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systematic, judicious, truth seeking, confident in reason, open-minded and 

analytical. 

 

This dispositional aspect is fundamental to the conception of critical thinking for this 

study. In addition, the clearly defined skills of critical thinking set out by the APA 

Delphi (Facione, 1990) model is an inclusive and robust framework which sets out 

the six critical thinking skills of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, 

explanation and self-regulation. Finally, the importance of discipline context and in 

the context of study the discipline of sociology is emphasised by Grauerholz & 

Bouma-IƻƭǘǊƻǇǎΩ όнллоύ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

thinking strongly with the discipline of sociology. 

 

 

Figure 2 Model of Critical Thinking 

 

In summary, the model of critical thinking for this case study is that critical thinking 

is a judgement process which enables decision making.  It is encompassed by the 
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skills of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation and self-

regulation and the dispositions of being systematic, judicious, truth seeking, 

confident in reason, open-minded and analytical. Critical thinking is strongly rooted 

with the discipline context. (See figure 2 above). 

1.8 CRITICAL FOLIO THINKING 

These interlinked theoretical frameworks for eportfolio practice and critical thinking 

outlined above form the theoretical foundations for this study and form a 

theoretical framework for learning portfolio practice called critical folio thinking 

(Farrell, 2018b). The critical folio thinking framework conceptualises effective 

learning portfolio practice as comprising of four elements: the process of learning, 

critical thinking skills, reflection and discipline context. The process of learning 

portfolio practice can be transformative, personal and empowering for students. 

Effective learning portfolio practice can stimulate critical thinking, provide space for 

students to experiment and reflect on their learning journeys. Reflective writing is 

the medium which facilitates learning portfolio practice. The developmental process 

of learning portfolio practice can be authentic, promote deep learning and should 

be grounded in a disciplinary context (see Figure 3 below). 
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Figure 3 Critical Folio Thinking 

 

1.9 RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODOLOGY 

This study is qualitative in nature and grounded in the constructivist paradigm and 

is focused on understanding and exploring meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Bryman, 

2008). The study adopts a case study approach, using an exploratory holistic single-

ŎŀǎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ άƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘe ǎǘǳŘȅέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ issue of the learner 

experience of using an eportfolio and the process of developing critical thinking are 

investigated (Creswell, 2007). The study focuses on the case of the learner 

experience of using an eportfolio and the process of developing critical thinking. In 

order to gain a rich, thick and personal accounts of the experience of using an 

eportfolio the following data generation methods were selected (Braun & Clarke, 

2013). Data were generated using the participant eportfolio entries and two-time 

semi structured interviews. The participants were interviewed with their eportfolio. 

The ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΣ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ eportfolio were 

used as stimulus during the interviews (Prosser & Loxley, 2008). 



28 | P a g e 
 

 

Data analysis was an ongoing process throughout the latter parts of the project, 

following a circular model of generation and analysinƎ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŀǎ άŎƻŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎέ 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The analytical approach for the study was thematic 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ άƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ- the 

affective, physical and cognitive, a data led approach following the Braun & Clarke 

(2006) six phases of thematic analysis. Five themes emerged from the data; being 

an online distance learner, the experience of learning with an eportfolio, my 

approach to learning, thinking critically in my eportfolio, the sociology discipline 

context. Detailed analysis of the themes was conducted in relation to the research 

questions and existing literature, which resulted in the five findings of the study. 

 

1.10 CONTRIBUTION OF THESIS 

I believe that this thesis makes significant contribution to the body of knowledge on 

the development of critical thinking skills, the nature of eportfolio based learning 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ ƻŦ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

contributions are made on a number of fronts. The case study findings, 

demonstrate that learning with an eportfolio supports the development of critical 

thinking skills and dispositions within the discipline context for online distance 

learners. Further, the study shows that the eportfolio was more than a 

technological tool for online distance students, that it was a deeply personal space 

where students experimented with new ideas and approaches. In addition, this case 

study demonstrates the significance of the temporal aspect of learning with an 

eportfolio. The retrospective act of reflecting back on their learning and the future 

focused planning had a positive impact on the student learning experience. Finally, 

learning with an eportfolio enabled online distance learners to document their lived 
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experiences and learning approaches which gave a unique picture of what it is like 

to be an online distance student.  

 

The theoretical model for learning portfolio practice developed by this study 

contributes to theory on developmental/process eportfolio and the relationship to 

critical thinking skill development and disciplinary context.  

 

This study has taken a new methodological approach to data generation using the 

participant eportfolio entries and two-time semi structured interviews. Although 

previous studies (Ayan & Seferoglu, 2011; Chau & Cheng, 2010) have used this 

approach to data generationΣ ƴƻ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ eportfolio as 

stimulus during interviews.  

 

There are a number of original contexts, which this study contributes to the body of 

knowledge. In Ireland, there have only been five journal articles related to 

eportfolio and none related to online distance learners. Worldwide, there are no 

previous empirical studies which have examined the relationship between critical 

thinking skills development and eportfolio based learning. Also there are no 

previous studies on eportfolio in the discipline of sociology and very few which 

examined the role of discipline in eportfolio based learning. Very little is known 

about the experiences of online distance learners in Ireland, with only one previous 

study conducted.  

 

This study makes a number of recommendations for practice which to date have 

not been considered as important for implementing effective eportfolio practice 

which supports student learning and develops critical thinking.  

 



30 | P a g e 
 

1.11 CONCLUSIONS 
 

This chapter has outlined the background, context, rationale, research questions, 

contexts, theoretical frameworks, research design and methods and organisation of 

this doctoral study.  

This introductory chapter has presented the research problem for the study that 

higher education desires critical thinking as an outcome, further it presented the 

gap in the literature on eportfolio and critical thinking which is analysed in detail in 

the eportfolio literature review in chapter three. This study explores two major 

topics; critical thinking and eportfolio within the contexts of the discipline of 

sociology and online distance learning, the literature, challenges, and debates are 

critiqued in the proceeding chapters. 

 

In the next chapter, the literature on critical thinking definitions, practice and 

purpose in the higher education context are examined. The question of the 

importance of discipline context to the development of critical thinking skills is 

examined generally and specifically in relation to the discipline of sociology. This 

critique provides the theoretical foundation for the critical thinking framework 

discussed above.   
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1.12 STRUCTURE OF THESIS 

This thesis is structured in twelve chapters:  

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Chapter 2: Critical thinking: definitions, frameworks and practice in higher 

education 

Chapter 3: What is an eportfolio? definitions, practice and purposes 

Chapter 4: Who are online distance learners? 

Chapter 5: Research design, methodology and methods 

Chapter 6: Introduction to Findings & Discussion 

Chapter 7: Findings & Discussion part 1 

Chapter 8: Findings & Discussion part 2 

Chapter 9: Findings & Discussion part 3 

Chapter 10: Conclusion of Findings & Discussion chapters 

Chapter 11: Conclusion 
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2 CHAPTER TWO CRITICAL THINKING: DEFINITIONS, 

FRAMEWORKS AND PRACTICE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter examines the literature on critical thinking definitions, practice and 

purpose in the higher education context. An analysis of the literature is presented 

and the chapter concludes with the critical thinking theoretical framework that was 

adopted for this study. Through an exploration of the two broad approaches to 

critical thinking in the literature; a philosophical or normative approach and a 

descriptive or psychological approach, this chapter aims to produce a model of 

critical thinking for this study, an answer to the elusive question: what is critical 

thinking? 

2.2 METHODOLOGY 

The methodology for this literature review chapter is that of a traditional literature 

review. However, the review was informed and structured by the following guiding 

questions: 

¶ What is critical thinking? 

¶ What theoretical frameworks are there for critical thinking? 

¶ What is the relationship between discipline context and critical thinking?  

¶ How is critical thinking taught and learned in higher education? 

¶ What is the nature of critical thinking within the subject discipline of 

sociology? 

 

These guiding questions were shaped and informed by the overarching research 

question of the study: Can eportfolios enhance the nature of the learning experience 

and the development of critical thinking among online distance learners?  
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The scope of literature review has the following boundaries; a focus on literature 

published in English, a limitation to texts available in full text in the library 

databases or online, a focus on critical thinking in higher education contexts, and 

finally the inclusion of peer-reviewed journal articles only, academic books and 

policy documents. 

 

Each study was assessed by reading the title and abstract for relevance to the 

inclusion criteria and to the guiding questions for the literature review. 

 Inclusion: 

¶ Published in English 

¶ Texts available in full text 

¶ Higher Education context 

¶ Peer reviewed- journal articles 

¶ Academic books 

¶ Critical thinking 

¶ Online Distance 

¶ Sociology related 

¶ Policy documents 

Exclusion: 

¶ Any other education context-not Higher education 

¶ Grey literature 

¶ Not peer reviewed 
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2.3 A BRIEF HISTORY OF CRITICAL THINKING 

The history of critical thinking is intertwined with the origins of education and the 

history of ideas.  From Ancient Greece to the present day the concepts of reason, 

rationalism and criticality have evolved while remaining a central aim of education.  

Great thinkers such as Socrates, Locke, Rousseau and Dewey shaped modern 

conceptions of the nature of knowledge, how we think and learn.  This section 

presents a historical background to critical thinking and considers the following 

questions: 

¶ Where does the concept of critical thinking come from? 

¶ How has critical thinking evolved over time? 

There are several recurring themes from the Ancient Greeks to the twentieth 

century relevant to critical thinking.  Firstly, the importance of reason, rationalism 

and independent thought. Secondly, the act of questioning and challenging 

traditional assumptions. Finally, moving away from memorisation of facts to 

understanding.  

 

The origins of critical thinking trace back to 700BC in Ancient Greece, where Greek 

philosophers ceased to accept traditional beliefs and began to start asking 

άǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƳŜǊŜ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻn of 

traditional folk knowledgeέ (Lawton & Gordon, 2002, p. 11). Socrates urged people 

to pursue a life of reason, his style of questioning known now as the Socratic 

Method encouraged his followers and students to question traditional assumptions 

and beliefs (Curren, 2006)Φ {ƻŎǊŀǘŜǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ΨŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƭƛŦŜΩ ōǊƛƴƎǎ 

happiness and virtue; this is evidenced in PlŀǘƻΩǎ !ǇƻƭƻƎȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ {ƻŎǊŀǘŜǎΩ 

trial for corrupting the young people of Athens with his philosophy. 
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I cannot hold my tongue, you will not believe that I am serious; and if I say 

again that the greatest good of man is daily to converse about virtue, and all 

that concerning which you hear me examining myself and others, and that 

the life which is unexamined is not worth living - that you are still less likely 

to believe. (Plato, nd, p.3) 

 

Plato developed Socrates idea of the virtue of an individual leading an examined 

life, he believed that education is a basic component of a good society. Later, 

!ǊƛǎǘƻǘƭŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ tƭŀǘƻΩǎ ƛŘŜŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ 

think depends on the sensations we experience (Lawton & Gordon, 2002). The 

Ancient Greek tradition highlighted the importance of comprehensive, well -

reasoned thinking and profoundly shaped educational philosophy. 

 

After the scholasticism of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance of the 15th and 16th 

centuries saw the development of humanism. Humanist philosophy encouraged 

individuals to acquire a wide range of knowledge with the aim of understanding and 

ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎƛƴƎ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦŀŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘieval memorisation of key texts 

(Lawton & Gordon, 2002). 

The scientific revolution of the seventeenth century, the new sciences of 

astronomy, cosmology and physics pursued by Galileo, Kepler and Newton 

ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ άƘŀǊƳƻƴƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜ ΦΦΦǿƘƛŎƘ ōƻǘƘ DǊŜŜƪ 

science and the bible had endorsedέ (Porter, 2001, p. 13). The new scientific 

philosophy argued that nature was comprised of particles governed by the universal 

laws of physics and expressed mathematically. The scientific method of 

investigation began to change how society, history and nature were considered. The 

proper method of investigation became the scientific method and the belief that 

science was the key to human progress (Porter, 2001, p. 15). 
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bŀǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƭŀǿǎ ƭŀȅ ƘƛŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘΥ 

 God said, let Newton be! and All was Light (Pope, 1806, p. 428). 

 

Descartes was influenced by the scientific revolution, and in his Rules for the 

Direction of the Mind, he created a systematic discipline for thinking based on his 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ Řƻǳōǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ άŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǊt of thinking, he argued, 

should be questioned, doubted and testedέ (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997, p. 1). 

Descartes also emphasized the importance of using evidence to support 

judgements. 

 

Later during the Enlightenment, a period known as ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƎŜ ƻŦ wŜŀǎƻƴΩΣ 

philosophers were concerned with analysing and debating the nature of the mind 

and its powers, criticising the status quo and thinking rationally. In Britain, scientists 

such as Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton criticised past scientific research and began 

to develop a scientific method based on generation evidence and sound reasoning 

(Porter, 2001). ¢ƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ WƻƘƴ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻƴ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǘƘŜoretical 

foundation for critical thinking about basic human rights and the reasoned criticism 

of thoughtful citizensέ (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997, p. 1). In Some Thoughts 

Concerning Education, Locke criticised the ridged teaching method of contemporary 

schools, especially rote learning and he promoted learning by enquiry which he 

ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ άƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƭŜŀǊǎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǿŀȅΣ ƘŜƭǇǎ ƘƛƳ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻƴ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

ƳŀƪŜǎ ƘƛƳ Ǝƻ ǎƻ Ŝŀǎȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ŀǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΦέ (Locke, 1693, p. 

3) 
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In France, philosophers such as Voltaire, Diderot and Rousseau made significant 

contributions to critical thinking. Their beliefs in the primacy of reason, progress, 

freedom of thought and enquiry and the transformative power of education had 

long-term effect on society (Porter, 2001).  The Enlightenment view was that the 

key to understanding and controlling the world was reason. Towards the end of the 

Enlightenment in the 1780s, Immanuel Kant examined the clash which had emerged 

between the mechanistic, causal laws of science and the traditional view that 

morality requires freedom. In The Critique of Pure Reason ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ YŀƴǘΩǎ 

response to the Enlightenment crisis of reason, he examined metaphysics. Kant 

reconciled the use of reason for science and morality as rational and mutually 

consistent (Porter, 2001). 

 

The industrialisation of the 19th century created new social classes, factories, large 

cities and the massification of all areas of modern life including education.  With 

industrialisation came new forms of criticality, new political movements such as 

Marxism which criticised capitalism, new academic subjects like Sociology which 

considered the disconnection and break down of social bonds in modern society 

(Lawton & Gordon, 2002). The development of psychology as a separate field and 

its scientific investigatiƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΩ ǿŀǎ influential to the field of 

education and the concept of critical thinking. In the late 19th century and early 

20th century, psychologists such as Piaget, Bruner, Skinner and Binet carried out 

ground breaking research into intelligence, the learning process, human 

development, language acquisition and behaviourism (Lawton & Gordon, 2002). 

 

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎǘǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ YŀƴǘΩǎ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ 

into the reconciling of science with morality and religion. Pragmatism/functionalism 

concerned the examination of the function and purpose of mind and behaviour and 
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was developed 1870 by C.S. Peirce and William James.  In 1907 William James 

published Pragmatism: A New Name for an Old way of Thinking, which offered a 

pragmatic way of thinking which could view science, morality and religion not in 

competition.  Pragmatism was developed later by John Dewey; he developed the 

idea of inquiry as activity and argued that theory and practice are closely linked 

(Hookway, 2010). 

 

There are three recurring themes from the Ancient Greeks to the twentieth century 

relevant to critical thinking.  Firstly, the importance of reason, rationalism and 

independent thought. Secondly questioning and challenging traditional 

assumptions. Finally, moving away from memorisation of facts to understanding. 

When the American philosopher and psychologist John Dewey began writing about 

education at the turn of the twentieth century, he continued the examination of 

these themes. He defined critical thinking which he called reflective thinking as: 

Active, persistent, and careful consideration or a belief of supposed form of 

knowledge in the light of the grounds which support it and further 

conclusions to which it tends. (Dewey, 1909, p. 9). 

 

Dewey attacked the traditional transmission method of instruction, argued that 

people learn from experience and by thinking about what has been experienced.  

5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǾolves criticality and reasoning, which he defined as 

άǘhinking includes all of these steps, -the sense of a problem, the observation of 

conditions, the formation and rational elaboration of a suggested conclusion and 

the active experimental ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎέ (Dewey, 1966, p. 151). 

 

Dewey believed that students should be given the opportunity to engage critically 

ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ  ά!ƭƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
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be equipped so as to give students an opportunity for acquiring and testing ideas 

and information in active pursuits typifying important social situationsέ (Dewey, 

1966, p. 162). Dewey proposed a scientific method of approaching thinking which 

involved five stages. Firstly, we begin to think when presented a problem. Secondly, 

we gather data. Thirdly, we create a solution and hypothesis. Fourth, mental 

elaboration of the idea. Fifth, test the hypothesis (Lawton & Gordon, 2002). Dewey 

was a very influential thinker and is credited with many current educational 

approaches and is considered the father of the modern critical thinking tradition. 

 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ мфплǎΣ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ 

9ŘǿŀǊŘ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǘǎƻƴ-Glaser 

Critical Thinking Appraisal were very influential on modern conceptions of critical 

thinking (Abrami, Bernard, Borokhovski, Waddington, Wade, Persson, 2015; Fisher 

& Scriven, 2011). Lƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ 

defined critical thinking as: 

 

(1) An attitude of being disposed to consider in a thoughtful way the 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΤ όнύ 

Knowledge of the methods of logical enquiry and reasoning; and (3) Some 

skill in applying those methods. Critical thinking calls for persistent effort to 

examine any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the 

evidence that supports it and further conclusions to which it tends. (Glaser, 

1941, p.5). 

DƭŀǎŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘe 

dispositional aspect and conceptualised critical thinking in terms of a skill. 
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In the 1960s, the philosophy of education experienced a revival which created 

renewed interest in the area of critical thinking.  R.S. Peters and Paul Hirst 

transformed the philosophy of education into a modern discipline (Lawton & 

Gordon, 2002). In the modern context, there are two broad approaches to critical 

thinking in the literature; a philosophical or normative approach and a descriptive 

or psychological approach (Bailin, 1999; Facione, 2013; Fisher & Scriven, 1997; 

Mosely, et al., 2005). The descriptive approach focuses on skills, processes and 

procedures and the normative approach focuses on critical practice and the quality 

of thinking. This study places itself firmly in the normative tradition of critical 

thinking which centres on values, quality of thinking and formulation of evaluative 

judgement. As descriptive approaches to critical thinking are overly procedural and 

mechanistic; they reduce the complexity of thinking to computer like processes 

which do not take into account the affective aspect of critical thinking (Bailin, 1999; 

Fischer & Scriven, 1997). 

 

Critical thinking has been perceived as one of the key outcomes of higher education 

(Dunne, 2015; Ennis, 2016; Facione, 1990; Willingham, 2007). There was a 

resurgence of interest in critical thinking in higher education during the 1980s. 

Critical thinking is high on the agenda of higher education due to the following 

drivers: European and national government policies, learning outcome curriculum 

design, the neoliberal employability agenda and reports of graduates lacking critical 

thinking skills. These drivers have placed critical thinking firmly on the agenda for 

higher education institutions.  However, the framing of critical thinking as a generic 

skill is flawed, as disciplinary context plays a significant role in the development of 

critical thinking.  
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The history of critical thinking from its classical origins to modern day conceptions 

highlights several recurring and evolving themes; reason, independent thought, 

questioning and challenging traditional assumptions, moving away from 

memorisation of facts to understanding concepts. 

 

2.4 WHAT IS CRITICAL THINKING? 

The literature on critical thinking has its roots in three academic disciplines: 

psychology, philosophy and education (Lai, 2011). There is no agreed definition of 

critical thinking in the higher education literature. There is wide range of diverse 

interpretations of critical thinking ranging from a set of skills, a mind-set, an 

academic competency, an attitude and a habit of the mind. There are two broad 

approaches to critical thinking which are evident in the literature, the normative 

and the descriptive. Through this literature search, the fourteen most cited 

definitions of critical thinking have been identified and are collated in figure 4. 

 

Descriptive definitions of critical thinking such as Brookfield (2015), Kuhn (1999), 

Sternberg (1986), Cottrell (2011) and Halpern (1998) focus on the cognitive skills, 

mental processes and procedures involved. They define critical thinking by the 

actions critical thinker can do, resulting in lists of skills which a critical thinker 

performs (Lai, 2011). These descriptive definitions of critical thinking are heavily 

influenced by cognitive psychology and the information processing model of 

ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǾƛŜǿǎ άǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ǎǘƻǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘǊƛŜǾŜǎ 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέ όIƻƭǘΣ .ǊŜƳƴŜǊΣ ±ƭƛŜƪΣ tŀǎǎŜǊΣ ϧ {ƳƛǘƘΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦ мсύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

view critical thinking as a cognitive process, skill or strategy which supports decision 

making, problem solving and analysis. 
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Critical Thinking Definitions 

 

APA Delphi Report-

Facione(1990) 

We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment 
which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as 
explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or 
contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based.  CT is essential 
as a tool of inquiry. 

Bailin(1999) Thinking that is goal-ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎƛǾŜΣ άǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŀ 
ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΣέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƳŜŜǘǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ƻŦ ŀŘŜǉǳŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ 
accuracy. 

Brookfield (2015) I see critical thinking as entailing four intersecting processes:(a) identifying the 
assumptions that frame our thinking and determine our actions, (b) checking 
out the degree to which these assumptions are accurate and valid, (c) looking 
at our ideas and decisions (intellectual, organizational, and personal) from 
several different perspectives, and (d) on the basis of all this, taking informed 
actions. 

Cottrell(2011) Critical thinking is a complex process of deliberation which involves a wide 
range of skills and attitudes. It includes; identifying other peoples positions, 
evaluating evidence, weighing up opposing arguments, being able to read 
between the lines, recognising techniques, reflecting on issues, drawing 
conclusions, synthesising information, presenting a point of view. 

Ennis (1996) Critical thinking is reasonable and reflective thinking that is focused on 
deciding what to believe or do. 

Facione & Facione 

(2008) 

Critical thinking is a judgement process. Its goal is to decide what to believe 
and/or what to do in relation to the available evidence, using appropriate 
conceptualizations and methods and evaluated by the appropriate criteria. 

Fisher 

&Scriven(1997) 

Critical thinking is skilled, active interpretation and evaluation of observations, 
communications, information and argumentation. 

Halpern 

(1997,1998) 

The use of cognitive skills or strategies that increase the probability of a 
ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΧǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭΣ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻŀƭ-
ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘΧŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǘŀǎƪΦ όмффтύ 
Critical thinking is purposeful, reasoned, and goal-directed. It is the kind of 
thinking involved in solving problems, formulating inferences, calculating 
likelihoods, and making decisions. (1998) 

Kuhn(1999) It identifies three forms of second-order cognition (meta-knowing)- 
metacognitive, metastrategic, and epistemological that constitute an essential 
part of what develops cognitively to make critical thinking possible. 

McPeck(1990) Critical thinking is the appropriate use of reflective scepticism and is linked 
with specific areas of expertise and knowledge. 

Moon (2005) Critical thinking is a capacity to work with complex ideas whereby a person 
can make effective provision of evidence to justify a reasonable judgement. 
The evidence, and therefore the judgement, will pay appropriate attention to 
context 

Paul & Elder (2006) Critical thinking is that mode of thinking-about any subject, content or 
problem- in which the thinker improves the quality of his or her thinking by 
skilfully analysing, assessing and reconstructing it. Critical thinking is self-
directed, self-disciplined, self-monitored and self-corrective. It presupposes 
assent to rigorous standards of excellence and mindful command of their use. 
It entails effective communication and problem-solving abilities, as well as a 
commitment to overcoƳŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƎƻŎŜƴǘǊƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛƻŎŜƴǘǊƛǎƳΦ 

Sternberg (1986) IŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ 
and representations people use to solve problems, make decisions and learn 
ƴŜǿ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΦέ 

Willingham(2007) He ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ άǎŜŜƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ ǎƛŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ 
new evidence that disconfirms your ideas, reasoning dispassionately, 
demanding that claims be backed by evidence, deducing and inferring 
conclusions from available facts, solving prƻōƭŜƳǎΦέ 

Figure 4 Critical Thinking Definitions 
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¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƛǎ 

fundamental in the descriptive definitions of critical thinking (Boekaerts, Pintrich, 

Zeidner, 2000; Flavell, 1979; Halpern, 2007; Kuhn & Dean 2004; Lai, 2011). Kuhn & 

Dean (2004) argue that there is an interrelationship between critical thinking and 

ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ άǎŜƭŦ-ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

thinking and ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ central part of 

metacognition (p. 270). Similarly, Halpern (2007) contends that one of the 

underlying components of critical thinking is metacognition.  

 

Willingham (2007) a cognitive psychologist challenges many of the theoretical 

underpinnings of the descriptive definitions of critical thinking, he argues that 

critical thinking is not a skill and that there is not a set of critical thinking skills that 

can be acquired and practiced regardless of context. However, he does contend 

that there are metacognitive strategies that once learned make critical thinking 

more likely (Willingham, 2007). 

 

The descriptive definitions of critical thinking outlined above, which list skills and 

procedures performed by critical thinkers have been criticised by theorists such as 

Bailin (1999) and Fischer & Scriven (1997) as a simplification of a complex 

phenomenon. Further, these desciptive definitions are overly procedural and 

mechanistic; they reduce the complexity of thinking to computer like processes 

which do not take into account the affective aspect of critical thinking. 
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By contrast, the second group of definitions of critical thinking by Ennis (1996), 

McPeck (1990), Paul & Elder (2006), Bailin (1999), Fisher & Scriven (1997) and 

Facione & Facione (2008) highlight the formulation of judgement, the quality of 

thinking and the characteristics of the ideal critical thinker over mechanistic lists of 

skills and processes. These normative definitions of critical thinking stem from a 

philosophical background and the different discipline orientation to the 

psychological definitions is evident. In these definitions, critical thinking is not 

viewed as a skill but rather an attitude or state of mind.  McPŜŎƪΩǎ όмффлΣ ǇΦмлύ 

describes ǘƘƛǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ŀǎ άǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎƛǎƳέΦ ²ƘŜǊŜŀǎΣ Paul & Elder (1998, p.34) 

argue ǘƘŀǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ άŀ pervasive way of 

ōŜƛƴƎέΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻal of 

critical thinking is to enable decision making and judgement (Bailin, 1999; Facione & 

Facione, 2008; Fischer & Scriven, 1997; McPeck, 1990; Paul & Elder, 2006). The 

importance of quality critical thinking in keeping with standards and criteria is 

emphasized by Paul & Elder (2006), Bailin (1999) and Facione & Facione (2008).   

 

The definitions of critical thinking by Ennis (1989) and McPeck (1990) raise the 

question of whether critical thinking is best acquired within a subject context or 

generally. 9ƴƴƛǎ όмфуфύ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΤ firstly, 

that critical thinking skills can be learned and improved through instruction, 

secondly, instruction of critical thinking need not be immersed in subject-specific 

ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΦ .ȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ 9ƴƴƛǎΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ aŎtŜŎƪ 

(1990) argued that critical thinking is closely associated with subject discipline, as 

thinking critically about something is thinking about specific content. This claim will 

play a significant role later in this thesis.  
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The most holistic definition from the normative tradition is that of Facione & 

Facione (2008), they define critical thinking as άa judgement process. Its goal is to 

decide what to believe and/or what to do in relation to the available evidence, using 

appropriate conceptualizations and methods and evaluated by the appropriate 

ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŜƭŜƳŜnts of judgement, standards 

and attitude.  

 

The final definition of critical thinking for discussion is the APA Delphi (Facione, 1990) 

this definition combines the normative and descriptive traditions and conceptions of 

critical thinking. With the aim of creating a common definition of critical thinking for 

higher education, a panel of 46 experts from a variety of different disciplines 

embarked on an international study sponsored by the American Philosophical 

Association from 1988-1990. The result was the APA Delphi report and was produced 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ lead investigator Peter Facione (Facione, 2013). 

 

Interestingly, the APA Delphi Report addresses many of the key contemporary 

debates in the area critical thinking such as the normative vs. descriptive debate and 

the subject specific vs. general approach. The Delphi report produced the following 

definition of critical thinking: 

We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment 

which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well 

as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, 

or contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based. CT is 

essential as a tool of inquiry. As such, CT is a liberating force in education 

and a powerful resource in one's personal and civic life. While not 
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synonymous with good thinking, CT is a pervasive and self-rectifying human 

phenomenon (Facione, 1990, p. 2). 

 

Although it unifies both traditions of critical thinking, the Delphi definition is very long 

and too explicit to be usable; it is a definition by committee. In addition to the 

detailed definition, the Delphi group produced a conception of an ideal critical 

thinker. According to the report the ideal critical thinker is: 

The ideal critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-informed, trustful of 

reason, open minded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing 

personal biases, prudent in making judgments, willing to reconsider, clear 

about issues, orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking relevant 

information, reasonable in the selection of criteria, focused in inquiry, and 

persistent in seeking results which are as precise as the subject and the 

circumstances of inquiry permit(Facione, 1990, p. 2). 

 

Importantly the Delphi conception of an ideal critical thinker addresses both the skills 

and dispositional dimensions; therefore, critical thinking is regarded as not just a skill 

but rather a state of mind.  

 

Despite clear differences in the constructs and definitions between the normative 

and descriptive approaches, there are some areas for agreement. Most researchers 

agree on the specific abilities encompassed in their definitions of critical thinking, 

such as analysing arguments, using inductive and deductive reasoning, judging or 

evaluating (Lai, 2011). 
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Drawing the definitions of critical thinking together, six attributes in the literature 

discussed are of central importance to this study: the normative approach to 

defining critical thinking, the role of discipline context, quality and standards of 

thinking, judgement, the impact of attitude and disposition and the conception of 

critical thinking as a state of mind. The definition of critical thinking which 

encapsulates these core elements of judgement, standards and attitude, is that of 

Facione & Facione (2008, p.2). Therefore, this study adopts their definition of 

ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ άa judgement process. Its goal is to decide what to believe and/or 

what to do in relation to the available evidence, using appropriate 

coƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀέ όCŀŎƛƻƴŜ 

& Facione, 2008, p.2). 

 

2.5 WHAT THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS ARE THERE FOR CRITICAL THINKING? 
 

Following on from the examination of critical thinking definitions in the previous 

section, this section examines seven key theoretical frameworks for critical thinking 

in the higher education context. The frameworks and models of critical thinking 

have developed from the definitions outlined in the section above into models 

which articulate the component critical thinking abilities, dispositions, 

competencies and skills. Many of the models for critical thinking are in agreement 

about the skills or abilities which constitute critical thinking, however they each 

ƘŀǾŜ άŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǇƛŜέ ό9ƴƴƛǎΣ нлмсΣ ǇΦ нύ. 

 

One of the most influential and prolific writers of the normative perspective on 

critical thinking since the 1950s, Robert Ennis, has produced over 20 articles, several 

ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǘŜȄǘōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻǊƴŜƭƭ /ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ¢ŜǎǘΦ 9ƴƴƛǎΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ 



48 | P a g e 
 

critical thinking has evolved and changed over time but his core conception that 

critical thinking is comprised of dispositions and abilities has remained constant 

(Ennis, 1996, 2015, 2016). His model outlines the general critical thinking 

dispositions and abilities of the ideal critical thinker, see figure 5 below.  

The general critical thinking dispositions & abilities model created by Ennis (2016, 

2015) is very detailed and complex, it presents a long list of the features of an ideal 

critical thinker which raises questions as to how would this work in practice. How 

likely are university students to possess all these abilities and dispositions?  

Ennis-General Critical Thinking Dispositions & Abilities  

Ideal critical thinkers are disposed to: Ideal critical thinkers have the 
ability to: 

Seek and offer clear statements of the conclusion or question Focus on a question 

Seek and offer clear reasons, and be clear about their relationships 
with each other and the conclusion 

Analyse arguments 

Try to be well informed Ask and answer clarification 
questions 

Use credible sources and observations, and usually mention them Understand and use elementary 
graphs and maths 

Take into account the total situation Judge the credibility of a source 

Keep in mind the basic concern in the context Observe, and judge observation 
reports 

Be alert for alternatives Use existing knowledge 

Be open-minded 
a. Seriously consider other points of view 
b. Withhold judgment when the evidence and reasons are insufficient 

background knowledge 

Take a position and change a position when the evidence and reasons 
are sufficient 

their knowledge of the situation 

Seek as much precision as the nature of the subject admits their previously-established 
conclusions 

Seek the truth when it makes sense to do so, and more broadly, try 
to άƎŜǘ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƻǊ ŦŜŀǎƛōƭŜ 

Deduce, and judge deductions 

Employ their critical thinking abilities and dispositions Make, and judge inductive inferences 
and arguments 

 Define terms, and judge definitions 

 Handle equivocation appropriately 

 Attribute and judge unstated 
assumptions 

 Think suppositionally 

 Deal with fallacy labels 

 Be aware of, and check the quality of, 
their own thinking 

 Deal with things in an orderly manner 

 Employ rhetorical strategies 

Figure 5 General Critical Thinking Dispositions & Abilities (Ennis, 2016) 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 9ƴƴƛǎΩ work on critical thinking dispositions is crucial, he is the first theorist 

to highlight the dispositional aspect of critical thinking which is linked to attitude and 

motivation. He argued that one may be able to think critically but not necessarily 
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have the disposition to put it into practice. (Ennis, 1989) This dispositional aspect of 

critical thinking, is a conceptual element which shapes the theoretical framework of 

this study. 

 

The dispositional dimension of critical thinking was further developed by the APA 

Delphi model of critical thinking (Facione, 1990). ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ōǳƛƭŘǎ ƻƴ 9ƴƴƛǎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ 

the dispositions of a good critical thinker which recognizes that the ability to think 

critically is distinct from the disposition to do so. (Ennis, 1989) Importantly the Delphi 

conception of an ideal critical thinker addresses both the skills and dispositional 

dimensions; therefore, critical thinking is regarded as not just a skill but rather a state 

ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΣ ŀ ǇǊƻōƛƴƎ ƛƴǉǳƛǎƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΣ ŀ ƪŜŜƴƴŜǎǎ 

of mind, a zealous dedication to reason and a hunger or eagerness for reliable 

information which good critical thinkers possess but weak critical thinkers do not 

seem to haveέ (Facione, 1990, p. 11). 

 

The Delphi model is a clear and inclusive framework of critical thinking, which 

explicitly defines the six skills of critical thinking as interpretation, analysis, 

evaluation, inference, explanation and self-regulation, each skills is further broken 

down into several sub-skills, see figure 6 (Facione, 1990). The clarity of the APA 

Delphi model, which encompasses the six well defined skills of critical thinking has 

created a framework which is conceptually robust and user friendly. The APA Delphi 

ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ 

to this study. 
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APA Delphi Report-Core Critical Thinking Skills 

Skill Delphi Description Sub-skill 

Interpretation To comprehend and express the meaning or significance of 

a wide variety of experiences, situations, data, events, 

judgements, conventions, beliefs, rules, procedures, or 

criteria 

¶ Categorize 

¶ Decode significance 

¶ Clarify meaning 

Analysis To identify the intended and actual inferential relationships 

among statements, questions, concepts, descriptions, or 

other forms of representation intended to express beliefs, 

judgements, experiences, reasons, information or opinions. 

¶ Examine ideas 

¶ Identify argument 

¶ Identify reasons and 

claims 

Evaluation To assess the credibility of statements or other 

representations which are accounts or descriptions of a 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ 

belief, or opinion; and to assess the logical strength of the 

actual or intended inferential relationships among 

statements, descriptions, questions or other forms of 

representation 

¶ Assess credibility of 

claims 

¶ Assess quality of 

arguments that were 

made using inductive 

or deductive 

reasoning 

Inference To identify and secure elements needed to draw 

reasonable conclusions; to form conjectures and 

hypotheses; to consider relevant information and to educe 

the consequences flowing from data, statements, 

principles, evidence, judgements, beliefs, opinions, 

concepts, descriptions, questions or other forms of 

representation. 

¶ Query evidence 

¶ Conjecture 

alternatives 

¶ Draw conclusions 

using inductive or 

deductive reasoning 

Explanation To state and to justify that reasoning in terms of the 

evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological and 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ōŀǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎƻƎŜƴǘ 

arguments. 

¶ State results 

¶ Justify procedures 

¶ Present arguments 

Self-

Regulation 

Self-ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƻ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ cognitive activities, the 

elements used in those activities and the results educed, 

particularly by applying skills in analysis and evaluation to 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƴŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ 

questioning, confirming, validating and or correcting either 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΦ 

¶ Self-monitor 

¶ Self-correct 

Figure 6 APA Delphi Critical Thinking Skills 
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Building on the work of the APA Delphi report, Peter Facione and Noreen Facione 

continued to investigate critical thinking, focusing in particular on the dispositional 

element. They argued that during the 1990s there was an overemphasis on the skill 

ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ άƘŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ōȅ ŀ ǊŜōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

dispositional side of thinkingέ (Facione, Facione, & Giancarlo, 2000). Their later 

work focuses on how to create the conditions in higher education that would 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ άōƻǘƘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪέ (Facione, Facione, & 

Giancarlo, 2000). They further refined the conception of disposition and motivation 

to think critically ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀƴŘ 

make decisions by using critical thinkingέ (Facione, Facione, Giancarlo 1997 cited in 

Giancarlo & Facione, 2001, p.30). Using the APA Delphi model of skills and 

dispositions Facione & Facione developed two critical thinking tests: the California 

Critical Thinking Skills Test (CCTST) and the California Critical Thinking Dispositions 

Inventory (CCTDI) which are general and discipline neutral (Facione, 2015; Giancarlo 

& Facione, 2001; Facione Facione Sanchez, 1994). As part of the development of the 

CCTDI, Facione (2000) identified seven dispositions towards critical thinking which 

are: 

¶ Inqusitive 

¶ Systematic 

¶ Judicious 

¶ Truthseeking 

¶ Confident in reason 

¶ Open-minded 

¶ Analytical 
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In an empirical study using the CCTST and the CCTDI which aimed to investigate the 

relationship between disposition and critical thinking skills, Facione (2000) found a 

positive correlation between a positive disposition toward critical thinking and the 

relative strength of critical thinking skills. In a later longitutinal study which 

investigated disposition toward critical thinking amoung undergraduate students 

over four years of study,  Giancarlo & Facione (2001) found that studentsΩ critical 

thinking dispositions either remained stable or increased over four years. Further, 

they found females scored signifigantly higher than males in overall disposition 

toward critical thinking and they found subject disciplinary difference in disposition, 

with business and science students scoring lower on truthseeking and open-

mindedness than humanities students (Giancarlo & Facione, 2001). The Facione & 

Facione model of dispositions towards critical thinking is a key conceptual element 

which shapes the theoretical framework of this study.  

 

In contrast to the Facione & Facione model, Richard Paul & Linda Elder argue that 

critical thinking is rooted within academic disciplines (Paul, 2005). In their model of 

critical thinking, Paul and Elder (2006) contend that critical thinkers must strive to 

develop essential intellectual traits such as integrity, humility, fair-mindedness, 

perseverance, confidence in reason, courage, empathy and autonomy, see figure 7 

below. They view critical thinking as more than a set of skills but rather is a state of 

mind which can be improved by developing a questioning inner voice (Paul & Elder, 

1998). 
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Figure 7 Paul & Elder Model of Intellectual Traits of Mind (Paul 2005) 

 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǳǘƭƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊΣ tŀǳƭ ŀƴŘ 9ƭŘŜǊΩǎ model 

also contains standards for thinking which are clarity, accuracy, precision, relevance, 

depth, breadth, logic, significance and fairness. These standards can be used by 

thinkers as a way or improving their reasoning (Paul & Elder, 2006, p. 87). Paul and 

9ƭŘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ 

ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ CǊƻƳ tŀǳƭ ϧ 9ƭŘŜǊΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǘƘŜ 

discipline specific aspect and the idea of critical thinking as a state of mind are also 

of particular relevance to this study.  

 

²ƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ tŀǳƭ ϧ 9ƭŘŜǊ όнллсύΣ .ŀƛƭƛƴΩǎ όмфффύ 

framework conceptualises critical thinking in terms of intellectual resources and 

habits of the mind. Like Paul & Elder (2006), she places value on the quality of 

thinking and like the APA Delphi (Facione, 1990) model, she articulates an ideal 
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critical thinker. Bailin (1999) characterises a critical thinker in terms of the 

intellectual resources they should have such as background knowledge, operational 

knowledge of standards of thinking and knowledge of key critical concepts. Bailin 

(1999) also emphasizes the dispositional side of critical thinking like Facione, 

Facione & Giancarlo (2000) and Ennis (2016), she views the dispositional side as 

habits of the mind. Bailin (1999) defines these habits of the mind as: 

¶ Respect for truth and reason 

¶ Respect for quality 

¶ An enquiring attitude 

¶ Open-mindedness 

¶ Fair-mindedness 

¶ An intellectual work ethic 

¶ Respect for legitimate intellectual authority  

 

Bailin (2002) contends that the idea that thinking can be separate to knowledge is 

highly problematic and supports the idea that critical thinking is discipline specific 

like McPeck (1990) and Paul (2005). In fact, she is highly critical of identification of 

critical thinking as a skill and the procedural nature of descriptive frameworks which 

imply that thinking and problem solving can be undertaken following a series of 

steps that can be improved through practice (Bailin,1999, 2002). From the point of 

ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ .ŀƛƭƛƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

and the idea of discipline specificity are both important contributions to the 

theoretical conception of critical thinking for this study. 
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By contrast, Halpern (2001, 1998) contends that critical thinking is not domain 

specific, her model is based on two assumptions: that there are thinking skills that 

students can be taught and if these skills are applied, students will become more 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊǎΦ IŀƭǇŜǊƴΩǎ όм998) taxonomy of critical thinking skills is designed 

ŦƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ IŀƭǇŜǊƴΩǎ όмффуύ ǎƘƻǊǘ 

taxonomy of critical thinking skills encompasses the following skills: 

¶ Verbal reasoning skills 

¶ Argument analysis skills 

¶ Skills in thinking as hypothesis testing 

¶ Likelihood and uncertainty 

¶ Decision making 

In addition, she acknowledges the dispositional side of critical thinking and 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊ άŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ 

attitudes: (a) willingness to engage in and persist at a complex task, (b) habitual use 

of plans and the suppression of impulsive activity, (c) flexibility or open-

mindedness, (d) willingness to abandon non-productive strategies in an attempt to 

self-correct, and (e) an awareness of the social realities that need to be overcomeέ 

(Halpern, 1998, p. 452). IŀƭǇŜǊƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǊŀƛǎŜǎ ǘǿƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΥ ŦƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ Ŏŀƴ 

critical thinking skills be taught and learned? Secondly, can critical thinking skills be 

learned in one context transfer to another? She contends that critical thinking skills 

can be improved by instruction and transfer to another context (Halpern, 2001). 

However, the evidence of transfer of critical thinking and the efficacy of critical 

thinking instruction remains mixed (Abrami et. al., 2015; Willingham, 2007). 
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One of the few developmental models of critical thinking is that of Kuhn (1999) 

which centres around the construct of metacognition. Kuhn argues that there is an 

inter-relationship between critical thinking and metacognition because critical 

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ άǎŜƭŦ-ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ όYǳƘƴ ϧ 5ŜŀƴΣ нллпΣ ǇΦ 

270). Her framework views critical thinking in terms of meta-knowing which is 

comprised of metacognitive, meta strategic and epistemological (Kuhn, 1999). The 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǿŜŀƪΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ YǳƘƴΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ 

of critical thinking presents a very narrow perspective (Bailin, 1999). 

 

This section has critiqued the seven key frameworks for critical thinking in the 

literature. The following three aspects featured in the literature discussed above are 

of vital importance to this study: the dispositional side of critical thinking, the APA 

Delphi model of critical thinking skills and the discipline specific nature of critical 

thinking. This dispositional aspect is fundamental to the conception of critical 

thinking for this study. The two frameworks which encapsulate these key aspects 

are the APA Delphi model of critical thinking skills and the Facione framework for 

critical thinking dispositions. Therefore, these conceptual frameworks are integral 

to the model of critical thinking conceptualised by this study. 

 

2.6 HOW IS CRITICAL THINKING TAUGHT & LEARNED IN HIGHER EDUCATION? 
 

Critical thinking has been perceived one of the key outcomes of higher education 

(Dunne 2015; Facione 1990; Ennis 2016; Willingham, 2007). Critical thinking is high 

on the agenda of higher education due to the following drivers: European and 
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national government policies, learning outcome curriculum design, the neoliberal 

employability agenda and reports of graduates lacking critical thinking skills. 

There was a resurgence of interest in critical thinking during the 1980s, particularly 

in the U.S. (Ennis, 2016). This was due in America to the 1983 National Commission 

on Excellence in Education report A Nation at Risk found that many 17-year-olds did 

ƴƻǘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ άbŜŀǊƭȅ пл҈ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘǊŀǿ 

inferences from written material and only one-fifth could write a persuasive essayέ 

(Willingham, 2007, p. 8). Following this report, courses designed to teach higher 

education students to think critically became common in American universities. 

Further, in a study carried out in America by Arum & Roksa (2011) which found that 

nearly half of the sample showed no significant gains in critical thinking after two 

years of college.  

 

In the UK, the emergence of the conception of critical thinking as a generic 

transferable skill stems from government policy such as the 1996 Dearing report, 

which aimed to develop graduates who were more flexible for the labour market 

(Pithers & Soden, 2000). This trend of viewing critical thinking as an essential 

graduate skill for the employability is also evident in Ireland.  

 

In Ireland, the conceptualisation of critical thinking as part of a set of generic skills 

essential for higher education students to possess began with the European higher 

education reform programme set out by the 1999 Bologna Declaration (McMahon, 

2014). The Bologna process introduced the learning outcome approach to 

programme design and is linked to the emergence of a generic skills approach in 

Irish higher education, as evidenced by the National Strategy for Higher Education 

to 2030 report (Department of Education & Skills, 2011). In this report, critical 
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thinking was described as one of the key characteristics of future graduates, as part 

ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ attention must be paid to core skills such as 

quantitative reasoning, critical thinking, communication skills, team-working skills 

and the effective use of information technologyέ (Department of Education & Skills, 

2011, p.35). This Irish government strategy on generic skills in higher education was 

heavily influenced by the OECD research study called AHELO which investigated the 

assessment of learning outcomes at higher education level and framed the 

discourse of critical thinking as a generic skill (OECD, 2014). Critical thinking has 

ƛƴǾŀŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ !ǊǳƳ ϧ wƻƪǎŀ όнлммύ ǎǘŀǘŜ άLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

seem that virtually no university mission statement, department evaluation 

procedure, or course outcome outline is complete without at least a casual 

reference ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎέ ό/ƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ 5ǳƴƴŜΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ ууύ. 

 

In response to the apparent deficit in critical thinking skills in higher education 

discussed above, a number of approaches emerged to develop critical thinking 

skills. This section examines critical thinking instruction and its efficacy in the higher 

education context. There are a number of different ways that critical thinking is 

taught in higher education. In most American colleges critical thinking course are 

offered as both stand-alone modules and integrated into the curriculum (Barnes, 

2005). In the US and Canada, there is a growing trend for university students to 

meet a critical thinking requirement as part of their general education programmes 

(Halpern, 2001). Increasingly, critical thinking skills tests are being administered to 

American higher education students such as the Collegiate Learning Assessment 

(CLA) test is being widely used to assess college students critical thinking (Belkin, 

2017). Furthermore, in the UK, generic skills programmes which encompass critical 
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thinking have become prevalent at undergraduate and postgraduate levels (Gilbert, 

Balatti, Turner, Whitehouse, 2004).  

In terms of the types and approaches to teaching and critical thinking, Ennis (1989) 

outlined a useful typology of critical thinking courses into four types: generic, 

infusion, immersion and mixed. A generic course teaches critical thinking as a 

separate subject, an infusion course has critical thinking as an explicit aim within a 

subject discipline, an immersion course has critical as an implicit goal with subject 

matter teaching and lastly a mixed approach teaches critical as a separate goal in 

conjunction with subject matter (Ennis, 1989; Niu, Behar-Horenstein Garvan, 2013). 

Abrami et al. (2015) found that infusion courses on critical thinking were the most 

common. With regard to the teaching of critical thinking, there are two salient 

debates to consider: can critical thinking be taught and learned? What teaching 

approaches support the development of critical thinking?  

 

Recent research supports the contention that critical thinking instruction can 

improve students critical thinking skills (Abrami et. al., 2015; Halpern, 2001; Huber 

& Kuncel 2016; Heijltjes, Van Gog, Leppink, Pas, 2014; Niu et. al. 2013). However, 

Willingham (2007) contends that critical programmes take a lot of time and effort 

for modest benefits and those which are generic are not very effective because as 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ άǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

with the sort of problems they practiced in the program-not with other types of 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎέ όp.12). ²ƛƭƭƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ όнллтύ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ōȅ 

Abrami et. al. (2015) in a meta-analysis of 341 empirical studies on the impact of 

instruction on the development and enhancement of critical thinking skills and 

dispositions. They found that students critical thinking improved after instruction 

and that a generic critical thinking approach cohort had a 11.79% improvement, 
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while the content specific cohort experienced a 21.57% improvement in their 

critical thinking skills (Abrami et al. 2015, p. 298). It is significant that the discipline 

specific cohort demonstrated much greater improvements in critical thinking over 

the generic one, which further supports the argument that critical thinking should 

be taught and learned within the subject discipline.  

 

Another meta-analysis of 31 empirical studies examining the impact of instruction 

on students critical thinking skills conducted by Niu et al. (2013) had similar findings 

to that of Abrami et al. (2015). They found that instructional interventions were 

effective in fostering students critical thinking skills and that discipline and length of 

time had an impact on the development of critical thinking (Niu et al., 2013).  

 

In relation to the question of what teaching approaches support the development 

of critical thinking, Abrami et al. (2015) identified three teaching strategies which 

promoted the development of critical thinking; firstly, discussion based classes and 

secondly exposing students to real problems and examples and thirdly, mentorship. 

Further, Heijltes et al. (2014) in a study of discipline specific critical thinking for 

economics students, found that combining critical thinking instruction with practice 

activities significantly improved critical thinking in participants. Additional successful 

strategies for teaching critical thinking include, solving complex problems (Bailin, 

2002; Willingham, 2007), case based learning (Kadourra, 2011), reflective blog 

writing (Bowen et al., 2010; Cain, Giraud, Stedman, Adams, 2012), problem based 

learning (Ozturk et al, 2008), concept mapping (Atay & Karabacak,2012), problem 

solving online discussion forms (Jacob, 2012) and reflective writing (Chan, 2013; 

Naber & Wyatt, 2014).  
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One notable absence from the list is eportfolio, which the present study is 

investigating. There is a clear gap in the literature on the relationship between 

critical thinking and eportfolio. There are a few studies examining metacognition, 

self-regulation and inquiry in eportfolio based learning, these are discussed in the 

next chapter. In the absence of research on critical thinking and eportfolio, three 

somewhat similar strategies to support the development of critical thinking in 

students are examined in more detail here; reflective writing tasks, online 

discussion forums and blogs. A study conducted by Naber & Wyatt (2014) which 

investigated the effect of reflective writing interventions on the critical thinking 

skills and dispositions of undergraduate nursing students, found that the 

experimental group had a significant increase in the disposition of truth-seeking 

following the intervention. Similarly, Jacob (2012) in a study investigating the 

progress of critical thinking skills in undergraduate maths students using online 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊǳƳǎΣ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅΦ Lƴ 

addition, Cain et. al. (2012) found that using blogs as a reflective tool with graduate 

students, developed the critical thinking skills of self-regulation and explanation.  

One approach to operationalising critical thinking in higher education 

undergraduate programmes has been through the development of rubrics. In the 

US, the American Association of Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) has 

operationalized its conception of critical thinking as άŀ Ƙŀōƛǘ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ 

by the comprehensive exploration of issues, ideas, artefacts, and events before 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

critical thinking VALUE rubric (Rhodes, 2010, p.2). These rubrics are intended to 

inform programme and module learning outcomes and to enable the benchmarking 

of key skills such as critical thinking nationally.  
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To conclude this section, the literature would suggest that critical thinking can be 

taught and learned, effective strategies for developing critical thinking involve 

discussion, real problems, and mentorship. Of relevance to this study is that 

reflective writing, blogs and online discussion would seem to be effective strategies 

for developing critical thinking, these strategies are somewhat similar to the 

eportfolio intervention which is the focus of this study.  

 

2.7 WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DISCIPLINE CONTEXT AND CRITICAL 

THINKING? 
 

The argument about whether critical thinking is a general or a discipline specific 

skill, competence or mindset, has been debated for decades. In 1989 and 1990, two 

theorists Robert Ennis and John McPeck, debated the issue of discipline and 

generalisability in a series of articles in the journal Educational Researcher. Ennis 

(1989) theorized a general approach to critical thinking in which critical thinking 

skills can be improved through instruction that need not be the subject or discipline 

context. By contrast, McPeck (1990) argued that critical thinking is closely 

associated with subject discipline, as thinking critically about something is thinking 

about specific content. Further, McPeck disputed the existence and transferability 

of generic thinking skills. In addition, Paul (2005, p.29) argued that critical thinking is 

rooted within academic disciplines, each discipline generates a form of thinking 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ άǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

thinking applied to the study of hǳƳŀƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΦέ 

 

Since the original generalist vs. specifist debate, the discourse has not evolved 

much. A similar debate took place in the journal Higher Education Research & 
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Development 2011-2013 between Tim Moore (2011, 2013) and Martin Davies 

(2013), which covered the same ground as Ennis and McPeck twenty years earlier. 

Except this debate had one difference, that Moore (2011, 2013) had carried out two 

empirical studies which found that academics from different disciplines had a varied 

conceptions of critical thinking which was reported as having multiple meanings in 

different discipline contexts.  

 

Despite the fact that the academic debate with regard to critical thinking as a 

general or discipline specific skills has continued since the 1990s, the generalist 

point of view was widely accepted in higher education. This is evident in the 

proliferation of general critical thinking texts, generic reasoning modules and 

courses in informal logic in the U.S.A, U.K. and Australia (Robinson, 2011). However, 

there is one major flaw in the reasoning behind the generalist approach to critical 

thinking, and that is the issue of transferability (Bailin, 2002). The premise of the 

general approach to critical thinking is that it is a skill separate from subject 

content, which can apply in a variety of contexts. However, the research on 

transferability of critical thinking does not support this theory (Bailin, 2002). In an 

experiment designed to investigate transferability of critical thinking skills, Dumitru 

(2012) found that once critical thinking skills are formed in a domain they may not 

automatically transfer into another.  

 

Teaching generic critical thinking skills does have some impact on improving 

sǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ as it seems evident from Abrami et. al. (2015) meta-

analysis of the empirical evidence on the impact of instruction on the development 

of critical thinking. They found that a general critical thinking approach improved 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ critical thinking skills by 11.79%, however a content specific approach had 
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far greater impact on improvement of critical thinking skills in students with an 

improvement of 21.57% (Abrami et. al., 2015). 

 

Further evidence in support of discipline specific critical thinking instruction is 

provided by a study conducted by Tiruneh, Weldelassie, Kassa, Tefera, De Cock, Elen 

(2016) which investigated the integration of critical thinking skills into a first year 

physics course. The results showed that students showed a better performance on a 

domain specific critical thinking test after the intervention. Interestingly, the same 

students did not improve on a domain general critical thinking test after the 

intervention, which further supports the contention that crƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

necessarily transfer into different contexts. In addition, Niu, Behar-Horenstein, 

DŀǊǾŀƴ όнлмоύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƛŎŀŎȅ ƻŦ 

critical thinking instruction and that the development of critical thinking is subject 

specific. This growing evidence in support of discipline specific critical thinking 

explains the shift in research toward embedding critical thinking skills within 

subjects (Tiruneh et. al., 2016). 

 

If critical thinking is best taught and learned within the context of a discipline, how 

does the disciplinary context shape the nature of critical thinking? As discussed 

above, Moore (2011, 2013) found in two qualitative studies that academics from 

different disciplines had a varied conceptions of critical thinking. In keeping with 

aƻƻǊŜΩǎ όнлммΣ нлмоύ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

thinking, Jones (2009a, 2009b, 2007) found, in two Australian studies of generic 

skills and disciplinary context, that the culture of a discipline influenced conceptions 

of critical thinking and that critical thinking had different meanings in different 

disciplines. Further, Jones (2009a, 2009b, 2007) provided evidence that critical 
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thinking was highly context dependent and was shaped by disciplinary culture and 

epistemology in which it is taught and learned. In fact, this disciplinary culture with 

regard to critical thinking was often tacit and explicit in teaching and learning 

(Jones, 2009a). As critical thinking was conceived very differently in each of the 

disciplines in the study which were history, physics, economics, medicine and law, 

WƻƴŜǎ όнллфōύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ άǊŜ-ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴƛƴƎέ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ 

 

As a final comment on the issue of general or discipline specific critical thinking, 

returning to one of the key theoretical frameworks on critical thinking, the APA 

5ŜƭǇƘƛ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ όCŀŎƛƻƴŜΣ мффлύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άwhile CT skills themselves 

transcend specific subjects or disciplines, exercising them successfully in certain 

contexts demands domain-specific knowledge, some of which may concern specific 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎέΦ 

This statement is a fusion of the two positions on critical thinking outlined above, 

nevertheless it acknowledges the importance of discipline context for the 

development of critical thinking.  

 

This section has examined the literature in relation to discipline context and critical 

thinking. From the point of view of this current study, two elements are significant. 

Firstly, it would seem that critical thinking should be taught and learned within a 

discipline context. Secondly, disciplinary conceptions of critical thinking vary and 

this may impact on how critical thinking manifests itself within the discipline of 

sociology in which this study is situated.  
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2.8 WHAT IS THE NATURE OF CRITICAL THINKING WITHIN THE SUBJECT DISCIPLINE 

OF SOCIOLOGY? 
 

In the previous section, it was established that there is significant evidence that 

discipline has an impact on how critical thinking is defined, taught and learned 

within a subject discipline. This section examines the nature of critical thinking 

within the discipline of sociology.  

In the discipline context of sociology, critical thinking is perceived as important skill 

for students to develop within the subject matter. Drawing on JonesΩ (2009a, 2009b, 

2007) research discussed in the previous section, critical thinking within sociology 

has a distinct discipline oriented conception. In the sociology literature, critical 

thinking is often linked with the concept of sociological imagination (Buechler, 2008; 

Eisen, 2012; Bidwell, 1995; Grauerholz & Bouma-Holtrop, 2003; Machum & Clow, 

2015). The concept of sociological imagination is a fundamental disciplinary 

theoretical framework, which was introduced by C. Wright Mills in his 1959 book 

άThe Sociological ImaginationέΦ In it, Mills (1959) defined the sociological 

ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ άa quality of mind that will help them to use information and to 

develop reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what is going on in the 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦέ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ōȅ 

critically assessing the world and applying it oneself, one can develop sociological 

imagination. This development of a sociological imagination in students is one of 

the primary aims of undergraduate sociology degrees (Bidwell, 1995; Eckstein, 

Schoenike, Delaney, 1995; Noy, 2014; Misra, 2000). Clearly, the concepts of 

sociological imagination and critical thinking are interlinked, and in fact Buechler 

(2008) argues that sociology is inherently critical because thinking sociologically 

requires thinking critically. 
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Two theoretical models of critical thinking in the sociology context are widely cited 

in the literature; Grauerholz & Bouma-IƻƭǘǊƻǇǎΩ όнллоύ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ŀƴŘ DŜŜǊǘǎŜƴΩǎ όнллоύ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ Lƴ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

brings together discipline specific critical tƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ aŎtŜŎƪΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ aƛƭƭǎ 

sociological imagination, Grauerholz & Bouma-Holtrop (2003) have developed a 

definition and approach to critical thinking for sociology. They define critical 

ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ άŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ reasonably evaluate an argument 

or problem while maintaining an awareness of and sensitivity to social forces and 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎέ όDǊŀǳŜǊƘƻƭȊ ϧ .ƻǳƳŀ-Holtrop, 2003, p.485). Further, Grauerholz & 

Bouma-Holtrop (2003) created a scale or rubric for the evaluation of critical 

sociological thinking, which has the following indicators: 

¶ Uses examples 

¶ Examples are relevant to argument 

¶ Reasoning 

¶ Bias 

¶ Mentions two sides of an issue 

¶ Indicates awareness of historical contexts 

¶ Indicates awareness of cross cultural contexts 

¶ Uses sociological concepts to illuminate and analyse the issue 

¶ Demonstrates critical thinking 

¶ Demonstrates sociological imagination 

Grauerholz & Bouma-Holtrop (2003) argue that critical thinking within sociology 

requires sociological knowledge and awareness and employs the sociological 

imagination. This framework is very valuable as it addresses the disciplinary context 

and epistemology which are unique to sociology.  
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A second model which examines critical thinking in the context of sociology is 

Geertsen (2003) which categorises different forms of higher level thinking, one of 

which is referential thinking. According to Geertsen (2003) referential thinking 

consists of conceptualising and contextualising by breaking down concepts and 

identifying links to the wider context. Geertsen (2003) argues that referential 

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ άƘŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƭȅ-orientated discipline such as 

ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅέ όǇΦмоύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

thinking in sociology, this model is overly detailed and would be very challenging to 

use in practice.  

 

Developing a sociological imagination is a fundamental aim of sociology in higher 

education. One of the key approaches to developing a sociological imagination is to 

apply theory to real world examples and everyday life (Bahami, 2016; Bidwell, 1995; 

Eisen, 2012; Eckstein et al., 1995; Misra, 2000; Noy, 2014; Rickles, Schneider, 

Slusser, Williams, Zipp, 2013). It is claimed that students develop a greater 

understanding of and appreciation for sociology if they are able to relate it to their 

own experiences (Misra, 2000). It is important that students are given the 

opportunity to develop a sociological imagination through practice and application 

(Bidwell, 1995). Therefore, the application of theory to real life is fundamental to 

the development of critical sociological thinking.  

 

The prevalent approach in sociology toward critical thinking instruction is an 

embedded one. This is evident in many articles from the journal Teaching Sociology 

which shows a wide range of approaches to embedding critical thinking and 

sociological imagination into the teaching and learning of undergraduate sociology. 

Successfully encouraging the development of critical sociological thinking through 
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innovative assessments such as photography, journal writing, life diaries, clickers, 

online activities, critical essays are evident in the literature (Bahami, 2016; Eisen, 

2012; Mollborn & Hoekstra, 2010; Noy, 2014; Rickles et al., 2013). However, there 

are no journal articles which examine eportfolio practice within the discipline 

context of sociology and no research examining critical sociological thinking in 

eportfolio based learning.  

 

This section has examined the literature in relation to critical thinking in the 

sociology discipline context. From the point of view of the current study, three 

elements are of relevance; the theory of critical sociological thinking, the 

importance of the sociological imagination and the application of theory to real life. 

 

2.9 THE MODEL FOR CRITICAL THINKING WITHIN THIS STUDY 
 

Three distinct theoretical approaches inform the conception of critical thinking in 

this thesis; Facione & CŀŎƛƻƴŜΩǎ (2008) definition of critical thinking and model of 

dispositions, the APA Delphi (Facione, 1990) framework of critical thinking skills and 

Grauerholz & Bouma-IƻƭǘǊƻǇǎΩ (2003) critical sociological thinking model.  This 

study places itself firmly in the normative tradition of critical thinking which centres 

on values, quality of thinking and formulation of evaluative judgement. As 

descriptive approaches to critical thinking are overly procedural and mechanistic; 

they reduce the complexity of thinking to computer like processes which do not 

take into account the affective aspect of critical thinking (Bailin, 1999; Fischer & 

Scriven, 1997). Therefore, this study draws on three theoretical approaches from 

the normative tradition to critical thinking to inform the conception of critical 

thinking in this thesis. 
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Further, this study argues that critical thinking should be taught and learned within 

a discipline context, following the ideas of Bailin (1999), McPeck (1990) and 

Willingham (2007). As there is growing evidence, that a discipline embedded 

approach to critical thinking can be more effective than a generic skills approach 

(Abrami et. al., 2015; Niu, Behar-Horenstein, Garvan 2013; Tiruneh, Weldelassie, 

Kassa, Tefera, De Cock, Elen, 2016). Therefore, this study adopts a discipline 

embedded approach to the development of critical thinking. This is operationalized 

in this study, through the use of a developmental eportfolio embedded into an 

intermediate sociology model. Finally, the importance of discipline context and in 

the context of study the discipline of sociology is emphasised by Grauerholz & 

Bouma-IƻƭǘǊƻǇǎΩ όнллоύ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƻŎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

thinking strongly with the discipline of sociology. 

 

To elaborate, the definition of critical thinking for this ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŎritical thinking 

is a judgement process. Its goal is to decide what to believe and/or what to do in 

relation to the available evidence, using appropriate conceptualizations and 

methods and evaluated by the appropriate criteriaέ όCŀŎƛƻƴŜ ϧ Cacione, 2008, p.2). 

The rationale for adopting this definition is that it is evaluative, holistic and brings 

together the key elements of judgement, standards and attitude. Further, the 

motivation to think critically is fundamental to this study, and this clearly set out in 

the Facione (2000) model of seven dispositions towards critical thinking which are:  

¶ Inqusitive 

¶ Systematic 

¶ Judicious 

¶ Truthseeking 
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¶ Confident in reason 

¶ Open-minded 

¶ Analytical 

 

This dispositional aspect is fundamental to the conception of critical thinking for this 

study. In addition, the clearly defined skills of critical thinking set out by the APA 

Delphi (Facione, 1990) model is adopted because it is an inclusive and robust 

framework which sets out the six critical thinking skills of interpretation, analysis, 

evaluation, inference, explanation and self-regulation. 

 

In summary, the model of critical thinking chosen for this case study is that critical 

thinking is a judgement process which enables decision making, it is encompassed 

by the skills of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, explanation and self-

regulation and the dispositions of being systematic, judicious, truth-seeking, 

confident in reason, open-minded and analytical (see figure 8 below). The reasons 

for this approach have been thoroughly presented above. It is further assumed that 

critical thinking is strongly rooted within the discipline context.  
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Figure 8 Model of Critical Thinking 

 

2.10 CONCLUSIONS 
 

This chapter has examined and critiqued the literature surrounding the definitions, 

frameworks, practice and purpose of critical thinking in the context of higher 

education.  

The chapter concludes with the critical thinking theoretical framework for this 

study, which forms a key theoretical foundation for this study, in conjunction with 

the eportfolio theoretical framework presented in the next chapter.  

 

The chapter began with an examination of the historical roots of critical thinking, 

and traced its evolution from Ancient Greece to modern times. What is evident 

from an analysis of the critical thinking literature is that there is no agreed definition 

and that are two broad theoretical approaches to critical thinking: the normative 

and the descriptive. This study places itself firmly in the normative tradition of 
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critical thinking. Further, the question of whether critical thinking is best acquired 

within a subject context or generally is contentious in the literature, I argue that 

critical thinking skills should be developed within a discipline. For the discipline of 

sociology, critical thinking is shaped by the discipline characteristics of sociological 

imagination and the application of theory to real life. It is evident from the analysis 

of recent research on the teaching and learning of critical thinking in higher 

education, that critical thinking instruction, which includes real-world problems, 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ 

  

In the next chapter, the analysis of the eportfolio literature is presented and the 

relationship between eportfolio and critical thinking is investigated. The lack of 

empirical research on eportfolio and critical thinking is highlighted in chapter 3. The 

theoretical links between eportfolio and critical thinking are further analysed and 

developed which lay the foundations for the critical folio thinking theoretical 

framework for the study which was presented in chapter 1.  
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3 CHAPTER THREE WHAT IS AN EPORTFOLIO? DEFINITIONS, 

PRACTICE AND PURPOSES 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter examines the literature surrounding eportfolio definitions, practice and 

purpose in the higher education context. An analysis of the literature is presented 

and the chapter concludes with the eportfolio theoretical framework for this study, 

having argued in some detail for the choice of frame. 

 

In their seminal article which systematically reviewed eportfolio research since 

1996, Bryant & Chittum (2013) found that an increased focus on empirical research 

on eportfolio practice was needed to create evidence for its adoption. They argue 

ǘƘŀǘ άŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

skills, critical thinking skills, deeper levels of learning and student engagement in the 

context of eportfolioέ ό.Ǌȅŀƴǘ ϧ /ƘƛǘǘǳƳΣ ǇΦмфрύ. This research study directly 

addresses the clear gap in the eportfolio research in relation to critical thinking, 

identified by Bryant and Chittum (2013). 

3.2 METHODOLOGY 
 

This subsection provides an overview of the methodology used to conduct the 

analysis of the literature on eportfolios relevant to this project. The broad approach 

taken was that of a systematic literature review following the Evidence for Policy 

and Practice Information and Co-ƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ό9ttLύ /ŜƴǘǊŜΩǎ όнлмлύ ΨaŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŦƻǊ 

/ƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ {ȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ wŜǾƛŜǿǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ 

this literature analysis. Whilst a systematic methodology was followed, this 
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literature review takes a targeted approach focusing on areas directly related to the 

research question of the study. 

 

3.2.1 Guiding questions 

 

Systematic literature reviews are designed around answering key questions about 

the literature (EPPI, 2010). This literature review sought to address the following 

guiding questions: 

1. What are the drivers for eportfolio adoption in higher education? 

2. What is an eportfolio?  

3. What theoretical frameworks are there for eportfolio practice? 

4. What is the relationship between critical thinking and eportfolio? 

5. What is the nature of learning with an eportfolio in higher education? 

6. How are eportfolio being used in Irish higher education? 

7. What is the learner experience of using an eportfolio? 

8. How are eportfolio being used in online distance higher education? 

9. How does the subject discipline impact on learning with an eportfolio? 

10. Is there sociology discipline specific eportfolio practices? 

 

These guiding questions were shaped by the overarching research question of the 

study: can eportfolio enhance the nature of the learning experience and the 

development of critical thinking among online distance learners? 

 

3.2.2 Scope of Literature Review 

 

The scope of literature review has the following boundaries: a deliberate focus on 

literature published since 2005, a focus on literature published in English, a 
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limitation to texts available in full text in the library databases or online, a focus on 

the use of eportfolio in higher education contexts, and finally the inclusion of peer-

reviewed journal articles only, academic books and policy documents. 

3.2.3 Search Terms 

 

The second stage of a systematic literature review is to identify search terms which 

will strike a balance between sensitivity, finding all useful studies in an area of 

interest, and specificity, making sure the search results are relevant to the guiding 

questions. (See figure 9 for a sample of the search terms used.) The databases used 

to conduct the literature search were: Proquest, British Education Index, Education 

research complete, Sage journals, Scopus, Web of science, ERIC, Google Scholar, 

The PEARL eportfolio database http://eportfolio.aacu.org/. 

Search Terms 
Eportfolio Personal learning environment 

Digital portfolio Virtual portfolio 

Learning portfolio Web portfolio 

Portfolio Webfolio  

Eportfolio and criticality e-folio 

Eportfolio and critical thinking e-portfolio 

Eportfolio and critical thinking skills Eportfolio and studying sociology 

Digital portfolio and criticality Electronic portfolio 

learner experience of using an 
eportfolio 

Eportfolio and online learning 

Learning with an eportfolio Eportfolio and Ireland 

Portfolio learning and critical thinking Eportfolio and distance learning 

Eportfolio and distance learners Eportfolio and flexible learners 

Eportfolio and distance education Eportfolio and higher education 

Eportfolio and learning Learning portfolio and critical thinking 

Digital portfolio and critical thinking Portfolio and criticality 
Figure 9 Search Terms 

 

3.2.4 Compiling the Database of Literature for Review 

 

The third stage of conducting the systematic review was finding the relevant 

literature and compiling a database of relevant results. Literature found in the 

http://eportfolio.aacu.org/
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selected databases was collated using the reference management software 

RefWorks. As not all relevant results were necessarily picked up by electronic 

databases the following avenues were also explored, and additional results added 

to the database, following the EPPI-Centre (2010) recommendations: drawing on 

personal contacts, authors, and experts in the field; utilisation of general search 

engines such as Google Scholar; use of citation tracking or pearl growing and 

manual searching of key journals such as the International Journal of Eportfolio. 

3.2.5 Inclusion and Exclusion 

 

Each study was assessed by reading the title and abstract for relevance to the 

inclusion criteria and to the guiding questions for the literature review. 

 Inclusion: 

¶ Deliberate focus on literature published since 2005 

¶ Published in English 

¶ Texts available in full text 

¶ Higher Education context 

¶ Peer reviewed- journal articles 

¶ Academic books 

¶ Critical thinking 

¶ Online Distance 

¶ Student perspective 

¶ Sociology related 

¶ Policy documents 

 

Exclusion: 

¶ Focused on technology or platform testing 

¶ Any other education context-not HE 
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¶ Grey literature 

¶ Not peer reviewed 

 

At that stage our sample of literature was considered sufficient for the purposes of 

this study and no further searches were conducted (See Appendix 7 for eportfolio 

research database). 

 

3.3 A BRIEF HISTORY OF PORTFOLIOS 
 

The word portfolio has its origins in the eighteenth century from the Italian 

ΨǇƻǊǘŀŦƻƎƭƛέ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƭƻƻǎŜ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2017). 

Historically, portfolios were used by artists, musicians, writers and architects to 

show carry and protect their work (Bryant & Chittum, 2013). In the higher education 

context, portfolio based assessment began in the 1980s in the U.S.A., particularly in 

the disciplines of teacher education, art and English and used by students to collect 

their work and reflect on what they had learned (Lorenzo & Ittelson, 2005). In the 

early 1990s, electronic portfolios emerged, harnessing the new technologies of the 

digital revolution, in conjunction with the growth of learner centred and 

constructivist learning theories and combined with a growing attention on quality 

and the measurement of learning through outcomes based assessment (Eynon & 

Gambino, 2017). These factors have led to the spread eportfolio practice in higher 

education around the world.  

3.4 WHAT ARE THE DRIVERS OF EPORTFOLIO ADOPTION IN HIGHER EDUCATION? 
 

This study identifies three drivers of eportfolio adoption in the higher education 

literature: government policy, eportfolio communities, and funding for eportfolio 
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practice and research. Eportfolio are common in American higher education, with 

57% of colleges using eportfolio (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). Similarly, in the UK, a 

survey carried out in 2014 highlighted that 78% of universities now have a centrally 

supported e-portfolio tool (UCISA, 2014). However, in Ireland, there has been a 

relatively slow pace of adoption of eportfolio.  A recent report carried out by the 

Irish National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning found that less 

than 10% of Irish higher education students were engaged in portfolio based 

assessment (National Forum, 2016). 

 

This author argues that the slow pace of adoption eportfolio in Ireland is due to the 

absence of the three drivers of eportfolio adoption in Irish higher education, there 

was a lack of government policy drivers, no distinct Irish eportfolio community, and 

a scarcity of funding.  

 

3.4.1 Government policy drivers 

Ireland 

What is notable in Ireland is the absence of government policy driving the adoption 

of eportfolio in higher education, compared to the government policy drivers in the 

UK, U.S., Australia and New Zealand. In Ireland, the current mission of higher 

education, as stated in the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (The 

Hunt Report) is to widen participation, increase student numbers, improve 

retention and become much more flexible (DES, 2011). In response to this strategy, 

the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning was created in 

2012. One of its objectives is to build the digital capacity of Irish higher education. 

¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ CƻǊǳƳΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ όнлмрΣ ǇΦƛȄύ A ROADMAP FOR ENHANCEMENT IN A 

DIGITAL WORLD 2015-2017 which recommends that LǊŜƭŀƴŘ άŘevelop a consistent, 
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seamless and coherent digital experience for students in Irish higher education and 

actively engage with students and teachers to develop their digital skills and 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the National Framework for Qualifications (NFQ) in 2003, which reframed learning 

achievements and award classifications and levels. Standards for learning 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ knowledge, skill and 

competence (QQI, 2015). There is growing evidence that eportfolio based learning 

has the potential to support many of these higher education objectives, however to 

date there has been minimal engagement by Irish higher education institutions 

(Baird et. al. 2016; Buente et. al. 2015; Clarke & Hornyak, 2012; Eynon & Gambino, 

2017; Lambe McNair Smith, 2013; Morreale et. al. 2017).  

 

The (2015) NMC Horizon Report-Higher Education in Ireland offers an explanation 

for the slow pace of eportfolio adoption in Irish higher education; a lack of sufficient 

institutional resources and infrastructure to effectively adopt and integrate new 

technologies, outdated infrastructure, inadequately resourced virtual learning 

environments and lack of investment in new and emerging media.  

 

There are indications that pockets of Irish higher education institutions are 

beginning to engage with eportfolio.  A recent Irish national project funded by the 

National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning called Eportfolio 

Hub carried out a faculty survey which found that 31% of respondents were only 

beginning to use eportfolios which indicates an increasing interest in eportfolios in 

Irish higher education (Eportfoliohub, 2016). Dublin City University is the exception 

to this slow adoption of eportfolios in Ireland, with the introduction of a campus 

wide learning portfolio called Loop Reflect for 16,000 students in May 2017όhΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ 

2017). 
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UK 

In the UK, one of the major drivers of eportfolio adoption was the government 

policy on Personal Development Planning (PDP) which was first featured in the 

Dearing Report (Dearing, 1997) and recommended the introduction of student 

ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŦƛƭŜǎ άŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊΣ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ upon their 

personal developmentέ ό5ŜŀǊƛƴƎ wŜǇƻǊǘ, 1997). In 2001, the Higher Education 

Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) built on this recommendation and published 

guidelines and a minimum level of institutional engagement with PDP. In response 

to the QAA policy on PDP, many UK Universities began using eportfolio tools to 

support PDP.  This was a key driver for institutional eportfolio initiatives (Joyes & 

Gray, 2010; Strivens & Ward, 2010). Subsequently, the Higher Education Funding 

Council (HEFCE) produced an e-learning strategy in 2005, which had as an objective 

the electronic support for recording learning achievement and personal 

development planning (Stefani, Mason, Pegler, 2007). 

 

The HEFCE directed the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) and the Higher 

Education Academy (HEA) to examine eportfolio practice (Stefani et al. 2007). In 

response JISC produced several widely cited resources: the Effective Practice with 

Eportfolio Guide (2008), The Eportfolio Implementation Toolkit, (2012), and Crossing 

the Threshold: Moving Eportfolio into the Mainstream (2012). Since 2012, JISC have 

focused less on eportfolio tools but have focused on the application of eportfolio 

practice to future readiness and employability (Chatterton & Rebbeck, 2015). 

  

Interestingly in the UK, the government policy on providing a progress file was 

directed at all levels of education, at second level the policy was to provide a 

άǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

https://epip.pbworks.com/w/page/28670505/The%20e-portfolio%20implementation%20toolkit
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ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻέ ό5C9{Σ нллрύΦ Lƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Impact study 

of eportfolio on Learning: Becta (Hartnell-Young, 2007) was commissioned to 

investigate the potential of eportfolios to support learning.  

 

Europe 

In Europe, the policy drivers for eportfolio adoption was the philosophy of lifelong 

learning, and the aim to promote mobility and common recognition of qualifications 

within the EU, driven by the Bologna process. The overarching goals of Bologna 

were to enable mobility, recognition of qualifications by making the education 

systems more compatible (European Commission, n.d). In practical terms, the 

Bologna process led to the development of a three-cycle degree system, the 

introduction of quality assurance mechanisms, the European Credit Transfer 

system, and the establishment of National Frameworks of Qualification (McMahon, 

2014). In conjunction with the Bologna process, the European Commission began to 

develop guidelines for implementing lifelong learning in the EU, with a specific aim 

of creating what has become known as a knowledge based economy (Chen, 2009). 

In order to facilitate the transparent recognition of skills and qualifications in 

Europe, the Europass was created in 2000. The Europass is an eportfolio which 

enables the user to create, collate and store five key documents: a CV, a Language 

Passport, mobility records, certificate supplement and a diploma supplement. The 

Europass makes the users skills and qualifications clearly and easily understood in 

Europe (Europass, n.d.).  

 

USA 

The USA has a decentralised education system, in which the Department of 

Education devolves policy and responsibility for education to the individual states, 
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and accreditation of higher education to recognised accreditors (Education USA, 

2015). As such there is no central higher education policy, American universities 

operate with a high degree of autonomy and independence. However, there is 

evidence of a strong engagement with eportfolios in American higher education; in 

the ECAR (2015) Survey of students and IT, over half of U.S. colleges were using 

eportfolios. The policy of accreditation bodies has been one of the key drivers of 

eportfolio adoption in the US, in 2007 the Association of American Colleges and 

Universities (AAC&U) named integrative learning as one of four key outcomes for 

higher education, eportfolio practice was identified as a high impact practice that 

can facilitate integrative learning (Eynon & Gambino 2017; Reynolds & Patton, 

2014). In the USA, 90% of teacher preparation programmes use portfolios to assess 

their students, the American National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher 

Education has been a driving force in increasing eportfolio use in teacher education 

(Parker, Ndoye, Ritzhaupt, 2012).  

 

Australia & New Zealand 

From a policy perspective in Australia, eportfolios are closely linked with 

employability skills and graduate attributes, and this was a major driver of 

eportfolio adoption in Australian higher education. The Australian government 

sought to promote lifelong learning and ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ engagement with modern 

technologies that encouraged personal, flexible, collaborative learning (Coffey & 

Ashford-Rowe, 2014). Eportfolio were viewed as a way to assess and report 

employability skills attained in the newly created National Diploma Supplement in 

2007 (Australian Eportfolio Project, 2008). As such the Australian Learning and 

Teaching Council (ALTC) commissioned a government funded intensive research 

project called the Australian Eportfolio Project (AeP) to examine the use of 



84 | P a g e 
 

eportfolios by university students in Australia, from 2007-2010 (Hallam & Creagh, 

2010). ¢ƘŜ !Ŝt ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎΩ 

approaches to eportfolio adoption. The AeP emphasized the need for strong 

academic integration of eportfolio into the teaching and learning disciplinary 

contexts, focusing on the pedagogical affordances of eportfolio (Coffey & Ashford-

Rowe, 2014). 

 

In 2006, New Zealand motivated by the dual policy aims of promoting lifelong 

learning and developing open source platforms, the Tertiary Education Commission 

funded through its elearning Collaboration Development Fund the creation of an 

eportfolio platform for the Tertiary sector (Maher & Gerbic, 2009). The result of this 

project was the platform Mahara, an open source eportfolio platform, which 

remains one of most utilised eportfolio platforms globally. Using the Mahara 

platform, every educational institution in New Zealand has an eportfolio called 

MyPortfolio (MyPortfolio, n.d). The scale of eportfolio adoption in New Zealand is 

truly widespread.  

 

3.5 EPORTFOLIO COMMUNITIES 
 

Communities of practice are of central importance to successful eportfolio 

implementation and adoption. In countries where strong vibrant communities 

developed there is a clear link to widespread eportfolio practice. One of the most 

effective ways of fostering scholarship and research in higher education is to form a 

community. This concept is based on WengerΩǎ (1998, p.6) theory of community of 
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practice which is ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƻǊ ŀ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅΦέ 

Figure 10 Eportfolio communities around the world 

 

There are a number of vibrant eportfolio communities around the world, they are 

located in countries in which there were strong policy, funding and professional 

accreditation drivers (See Figure 10 above). 

 

In the USA and Canada, the Association for Authentic Experiential and Evidence 

based Learning (AAEEBL) was founded in 2009 and has hundreds of members based 

in higher education. AAEEBL holds several annual conferences and has a journal The 

International Journal of Eportfolio (AAEEBL, 2017). The AAEEBL community is very 

active and promotes evidence based approaches to eportfolio practice which focus 

on pedagogy. 

 

In Europe, the European Network of Eportfolio Practitioners and Researchers 

(Europortfolio) was created in 2013 funded by the European Commission as a 

Lifelong Learning project and replaced its predecessor EIFEL. The funding ended in 
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2015, however the community continues and holds a large annual European 

conference called Epic (Europortfolio, n.d.). 

 

In Australia, as part of the Australian eportfolio project a community was founded, 

an annual conference Australian Eportfolio Symposium was created. The AeP noted 

that communities of practice and a whole sectoral approach increased the number 

of successful implementations (Hallam & Creagh, 2010). 

 

In the UK, the Centre for Recording Achievement (CRA) operate as an associate of 

the Higher Education Academy and has the specific aim of supporting the higher 

education community implementing progress files and personal development 

planning.  

 

In Ireland, there is an emerging eportfolio community. In January 2017, a higher 

education community of practice for eportfolio called MaharaIrl was formed, 

currently at the time of writing in July 2017, there are twenty-five members from 

seven Irish higher education institutions (MaharaIrl, 2017). 

 

Sustainability is an issue for communities of practice, a previously prominent 

community the Inter/National Coalition for Electronic Portfolio Research has ceased 

to exist and would appear to have been replaced or subsumed by AAEEBL.  

 

3.6 FUNDING 
 

Government funding for eportfolio practice and research is fundamental to 

widespread eportfolio adoption at higher education level. The European Union has 

funded over 15 research, development and practice based eportfolio projects since 
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2001, initially through the lifelong learning programme and then through Erasmus+. 

Ireland has participated in four of these funded projects, two at higher education 

level called the online interactive European Language Portfolio-(LOLIPOP) 2004-

2007 and Empowering Eportfolio Processes (EEP) 2016-2018. At post-primary 

education level, Ireland was involved in the Eufolio project 2013-15, and is currently 

involved in the follow up project ATS2020. There are clear policy and funding drivers 

for eportfolio adoption at European Union level, and yet this doesn't seem to have 

significantly impacted on the Irish higher education engagement with eportfolio 

practice.  

 

In the US, the US Department of Education using its Fund for Innovation in Post-

Secondary Education (FIPSE) granted $700,000 to the Connect to Learning: 

eportfolio Resources and Research project (2011-2014) creating a network of 24 

colleges to develop campus-tested strategies for building effective ePortfolio 

initiatives. (Catalyst for Learning, n.d.) This project has generated significant 

evidence of the impact of eportfolio based learning and developed valuable case 

studies and resources for higher education. Catalyst for Learning is an excellent 

example of the impact of funding on practice and adoption of eportfolio. 

 

In Australia, the Australian Eportfolio Project (AeP) 2007-2010, was funded by the 

government through the Carrick Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher 

Education. This research study investigated the approaches to eportfolio use by 

students in Australian universities in order to investigate the scope, penetration, 

reasons for use and implementation of eportfolio (Hallam & Creagh, 2010). The 

project provided a snapshot of eportfolio use in Australia at the time and identified 

policies and standards to foster eportfolio use at higher education (Hallam & 

Creagh, 2010). As part of the project an eportfolio community was founded and 
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annual conference was created, this has fostered a vibrant eportfolio community in 

Australia.  

 

In the UK, the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) who is funded by the UK 

ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ άǘƻ 

enable people in higher education, further education and skills in the UK to perform 

at the forefront of international practice by exploiting fully the possibilities of 

modern digital empowerment, content and ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ όJISC, 2017). Since 2008, 

JISC has led and funded six research and development projects raising awareness, 

support practice and building an evidence based approach for eportfolio practice at 

ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ WL{/Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ту҈ 

of UK Universities using eportfolio (UCISA, 2014). 

 

In Ireland, there has been only one government funded higher education eportfolio 

research and practice project called the Eportfolio Hub, this was funded through the 

Teaching and Learning Enhancement Fund 2016 and aimed ǘƻ άŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴ ŜǇortfolio 

framework that will encourage and enable academic staff to incorporate eportfolio 

into their programmes, in order to empower students, allow for more authentic 

forms of assessment and foster a student-centred approach to learningέ 

(Eportfoliohub, 2016). This project was small in scale by comparison to those carried 

out in Australia, US and the UK and so far has had little impact on eportfolio 

adoption in Irish higher education. 

 

Government funding for eportfolio practice and research is fundamental to 

widespread eportfolio adoption at higher education level. Eportfolio practice is 

unable to develop, without the necessary resources to develop the eportfolio 

platform infrastructure, pilot projects, and conduct research on eportfolio practice. 
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3.7 WAVES OF EPORTFOLIO RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 
 

There are two distinct waves in the literature on eportfolio practice, the first wave 

from 1995-2010, and a second wave from 2011-2017. The first wave of eportfolio 

research and practice was quite focused on the technology of eportfolio and 

implementation (Penny Light, Chen, Ittleson, 2012). The second wave is focusing on 

eportfolio pedagogy, theoretical frameworks and evidence of impact on student 

learning.  

In the next section, eportfolio adoption is analysed through the lens of the Gartner 

Hype Cycle, see figure 11 ōŜƭƻǿ όhΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ нллуύΦ 

 

Figure 11 Gartners Hype Cycle 

 

The technology trigger occurred in the early 1990s with the increasing use of 

computers in education, the emergence of digital media and the internet which 

prompted the emergence electronic portfolios (Penny Light, Chen, Ittleson, 2012). 

The peak of inflated expectations was reached by 2008, with eportfolio use 

becoming widespread in the USA, UK, Australia, Europe and New Zealand and 
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widespread enthusiasm in higher education for the latest edtech tool. There 

followed a trough of disillusionment where the technology did not live up to its 

promise and became unfashionable, which is particularly evident in the UK, where 

there was a noticeable decline in funding and research into eportfolio since 2011 

όhΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ нллуύ.  

Currently, eportfolios are reaching a plateau of productivity, the benefits are tried 

and tested and a growing number of organisations are adopting them όhΩ[ŜŀǊȅΣ 

2008). ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƛǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ DƻƻƎƭŜ ¢ǊŜƴŘǎ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻέ 

from 2005-2017 and the interest by region in eportfolio over the same period 

matches the countries with the most engaged eportfolio communities of practice 

(See Figures 12 & 13 below). 

 

Figure 12 Google Trends search for eportfolio 2005-2017 interest over time 

 

Figure 13 Google Trends search for eportfolio 2005-2017 Interest by Region 
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Eportfolio are currently experiencing a second wave of research and practice. This 

renewed interest in eportfolio is due to the emergence of digital badges and 

ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ƻǇŜƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ όahh/ύΦ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ ōŀŘƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ άǾƛǎǳŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ŀƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΣ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴέ ό9ŘǳŎŀǳǎŜΣ нлмтύΦ   In Notre 

Dame University, a team of researchers led by Alex Ambrose have been exploring 

pairing digital badges with eportfolios. HŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛǎ 

not only best optimized to take stock and provide evidence for earning digital 

badges, it is the most logical space to support or showcasŜ ǘƘŜƳέ (Ambrose, 2014, 

p.8).  

 

This intersection between digital badges and eportfolio emerged from a Notre 

Dame pilot study which examined the design and implementation of digital badges 

in a MOOC environment (Ambrose, Anthony, Black, 2016). One of key outcomes of 

the study was the finding that if digital badges and eportfolios were paired 

ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ άǳƴƭƻŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǘƛƳƛȊŜ 

ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ŀƴ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ Ƴŀke 

and prove a competency claimέ ό!ƳōǊƻǎŜΣ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅΣ .ƭŀŎƪΣ 2016, p.18). According 

to Eynon & Gambino (2017) the pairing of eportfolio and digital badges is a future 

direction for eportfolio research and practice. 

 

3.8 WHAT IS AN EPORTFOLIO? 
 

An eportfolio can be defined in many ways as it can fulfil many functions, it can be a 

tool or technology, a practice, a pedagogical model, an assessment method and a 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ !ǎ /ƘŜƴ ϧ .ƭŀŎƪ όнлмлΣ ǇΦмύ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ 
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e-portfolio is multifaceted τ it is a technology, a pedagogical approach, and a 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΦέ ό{ŜŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ 14). 

 

Figure 14 What is an eportfolio? 

 

Through this literature search, thirty definitions of eportfolio have been found. (See 

appendix 6) The four most commonly cited definitions in the literature are outlined 

in figure 15 below. The eportfolio definitions have been analysed and classified into 

six broad categories: 

1. Techno-centric 

2. Learning oriented 

3. Collaboration focused 

4. Assessment focused 

5. Product focused 

6. Student centred 

 



93 | P a g e 
 

 

Eportfolio Definitions-Most commonly cited 

Definition Reference Classification 

An e-portfolio is a digitized collection of 
artefacts including demonstrations, 
resources, and accomplishments that 
represent an individual, group, or 
institution. This collection can be 
comprised of text-based, graphic, or 
multimedia elements archived on a Web 
site or on other electronic media such as a 
CD-ROM or DVD. An e-portfolio is more 
than a simple collectionτit can also serve 
as an administrative tool to manage and 
organize work created with different 
applications and to control who can see 
the work. E-portfolios encourage personal 
reflection and often involve the exchange 
of ideas and feedback. 

Lorrenzo & 
Ittleson 2005 

Techno-centric 

An eportfolio is a digital container capable 
of storing visual and auditory content 
including text, images, video and sound. 
Eportfolio may also be software tools not 
only because they organize content but 
also because they are designed to support 
a variety of pedagogical processes and 
assessment purposes. 

Abrami & Barrett 
2005 

Learning oriented 
& Techno-centric 
 

An eportfolio is the product, created by 
the learner, a collection of digital artefacts 
articulating experiences, achievements 
and learning. Behind any product, or 
presentation, lie rich and complex 
processes of planning, synthesising, 
sharing, discussing, reflecting, giving, 
receiving and responding to feedback. 

Jisc 2008 Techno-centric 

Broadly, the product eportfolio is a 
purposeful selection of items (evidence) 
chosen at a point in time from a repository 
or archive, with a particular audience in 
mind. The processes that are required to 
create eportfolio ς for any purpose ς 
include capturing and ongoing storage of 
material, selection, reflection and 
presentation. 

Hartnell-Young 
2007 

Techno-centric 

Figure 15 Eportfolio Definitions- Most Commonly Cited 
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The four most commonly cited definitions of eportfolio by Jisc (2008), Abrami & 

Barrett (2005), Lorenzo & Ittleson (2005) and Hartnell-Young (2007) permeate the 

literature on eportfolio, but inadequately define eportfolio in the context of 

learning.  

As definitions, they are passive, technocentric, focusing on the tool rather than the 

affordances of the tool for learning. These definitions emphasize the product or 

outcome of creating an eportfolio and do not emphasise the transformative and 

empowering developmental learning processes that eportfolio enable, which has 

more impact on learning than the creation of a product. The definitions do not 

address eportfolio as a pedagogical model, with the exception of the last part of 

Abrami & Barrett (2005) which staǘŜǎ άǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ 

ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎέΦ 

 

There are less technocentric and more learning oriented definitions of eportfolio, 

for example Zubizarreta (2012) defines a learning portfolio as: 

ά¢ƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ portfolio provides a vehicle for bringing together judiciously 

ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ 

the classroom for authentic assessment over time. A typical learning 

portfolio may include both academic materials and personal profiles and 

may designate some of its contents as public or private. The learning 

portfolio, then, becomes more than a product, a simple repository of 

artefacts; it becomes a process of reflection, of organizing, prioritizing, 

analysing, and communƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǾŀƭǳŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ 

ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻŀƭǎέ όǇΦсрύ. 

 

This definition highlights the developmental nature of eportfolio learning, and 

emphasizes the importance of learning by using the term learning portfolio instead 
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of the term eportfolio which gives weight to eportfolio technology. ZubizarretaΩǎ 

description of a learning portfolio as a vehicle which brings student learning 

together is an important distinction from a tool, it captures the ability of eportfolio 

to enable learning. 

 

There is a third group of definitions of eportfolio which consider the personalised, 

student owned, self-representation and identity elements of eportfolio based 

learning. The concept that eportfolio are student owned and the content is student 

generated ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ όнлмтΣ ǇΦмύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ eportfolio are web-based student generated collections of learning 

artefacts ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦέ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

definition integrates the developmental and focus on learning discussed above. 

{ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ wŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ !ŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ όнллуύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ 

eportfolio with identity and self-representationΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŀƴ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀǎ άŀ 

repository, a means of representing oneself and one's skills, qualities and 

achievements, a guidance tool, a means of sharing and collaborating and a means of 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦέ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ όнллуΣ ǇΦмннтύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ 

that portfolio composition produces a highly individualised self-representation or 

άŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦέΦ  

 

The analysis of the eportfolio definitions above shows that an eportfolio has many 

affordances and can be used flexibly for a variety of purposes in higher education. 

While the flexibility of the eportfolio may be viewed as a benefit; however, in 

practice, this can be a source of confusion and a barrier to successful introduction of 

eportfolio practice at an institutional level, as the clear purpose of eportfolio 

practice must be clear and explicit to students and academic staff (Farrell, 2018a). 

Therefore, it is clear that the purpose and definition of eportfolio are re-examined 
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and redefined, shifting from a technocentric conception toward a pedagogical, 

student centred and learner orientated definition of eportfolio.  

 

Drawing the eportfolio definitions together, six attributes featured in the literature 

discussed above are of central importance to this study: the term learning portfolio 

instead of eportfolio, the focus on pedagogy, the personal and identity elements, 

the developmental process of learning with an eportfolio, to place emphasis how 

eportfolio are a vehicle for learning rather than a technology or tool. These six 

attributes are important to this study because the research question is interrogating 

the developmental and process aspect of eportfolio based learning and not on the 

techno centric tool. 

3.9 WHAT THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS ARE THERE FOR EPORTFOLIO PRACTICE? 
 

The theoretical underpinnings of eportfolio as a pedagogical model stem from a 

constructivist approach to knowledge and learning (Eynon & Gambino, 2017; Watty 

& McKay, 2015). As a constructivist pedagogy, eportfolio practice further draws on 

ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 5ŜǿŜȅΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘƻƴΩǎ 

reflectƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΣ aŜƛȊǊƻǿΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ YƻƭōΩǎ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ CƭŀǾŜƭƭΩǎ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴΣ .ŀȄǘŜǊ aŀƎƻƭŘŀΩǎ self-authorship and 

[ŀǾŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀrning (Batson, 2011; Eynon & Gambino, 2017; Penny 

Light, Chen, Ittleson, 2012; Reynolds & Patton, 2014). These theoretical 

underpinnings of eportfolio pedagogy are discussed below in relation to the 

theoretical frameworks or models for effective eportfolio practice in higher 

education. 

 

One of the pioneers in the early development of eportfolios in higher education 

during the 1990s was Helen Barrett. She developed the first definitions and 
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theoretical approaches for eportfolio practice, which articulated the varied 

purposes and characteristics of eportfolio and was an important contribution to the 

theory on eportfolio practice. Abrami & Barrett (2005, p.2) argue that eportfolio 

ƘŀǾŜ άǘƘǊŜŜ ōǊƻŀŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΥ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ 

the eportfolio shapes how they should be used in higher education. The purpose of 

a process portfolio is developmental, showing a student progress over time, 

whereas a showcase portfolio aims to demonstrate a student's competencies and 

achievements and finally an assessment portfolio is focused on evaluation, see 

figure 16 below (Abrami & Barrett 2005, Barrett 2007). Further, Barrett (2007) 

highlights the link between assessment for learning and eportfolio practice, 

particularly for process or developmental portfolios. Finally, Barrett (2007) 

advocates that the learner portfolio should be kept separately from the institutional 

virtual learning environment (VLE) to ensure students feel a sense of ownership of 

their own portfolio.   

 

Figure 16 Balancing the two faces of eportfolios (Barrett, 2009) 
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ZubizarretaΩǎ όнллуΣ нллфύ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΥ 

reflection, documentation and collaboration, he argues that deeper learning for the 

student occurs when the three components come together at the centre of the 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻΦ IŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎƛǎŜ 

reflective narrative, plus selective evidence...the role of the collaborative mentor is 

to help the writer keep the portfolio manageable, current, accurate, organised and 

relevantέ όZubizarreta, 2008, p.1). Zubizarreta (2012, p.64) highlights the 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ άŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέΦ Iis learning portfolio model brings 

together eportfolio and critical thinking, the two theoretical frameworks which 

underpin this study.  

 

With a similar focus on learning, Chen & Penny Light (2010, p.18) argue that the 

άǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ eportfolio lies not in the specific tool itself but in the processes and in the 

ways in which the concept and related activities and practices are introduced to 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ 

practice called Folio Thinking, which offers a framework of eportfolio activities 

designed to enable students to reflect on their learning, personalise their 

experience using multimedia and present to a variety of audiences (Penny Light, 

Chen, Ittleson 2012). Folio Thinking focuses on the practice of documenting learning 

rather than on the eportfolio technology and aims to foster a culture of process 

oriented eportfolio use that encourages reflection over time and enables students 

to make connections integrating their learning inside and outside the classroom 

(Chen & Black, 2010, Penny Light, Chen, Ittleson 2012). The focus on a 

developmental culture of which eportfolio are part of the learning ecosystem is a 

unique aspect of the Folio Thinking pedagogy and a key conceptual argument for 

this study. 
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In their conceptual model for electronic personal development plans (ePDP) at 

Indiana-Purdue University, Buyarski et al. (2015) describe the need for a conceptual 

model arose from a lack of clarity around how to use eportfolio for personal 

development planƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ƙŀǎ άŦƻǳǊ ŘƻƳŀƛƴǎΥ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ 

understanding of self and others, setting self-concordant goals, developing hope 

and shaping education and career goalsΦέ όp.1) Reflection is central to the ePdP 

model and acts as the main vehicle for facilitating learning and development within 

the four domains outlined above, the main goal of ePdP is for students to take 

ownership of their learning and to map out their learning journey (Buyarski et. al., 

2015). ¢ƘŜ ŜtŘt ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴtrality of reflection to learning with an 

eportfolio is a conceptual element which shapes the theoretical framework of this 

study.  

 

The Catalyst for Learning framework developed by the Connect to Learning project 

in the U.S.A. is one of the more evolved theoretical frameworks for eportfolio 

practice because it adopts a multifaceted approach which includes pedagogy, 

reflection and inquiry at its core. ¢ƘŜ /ŀǘŀƭȅǎǘ ŦƻǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀ άƭƛƴƪŜŘ 

set of campus-tested strategies for building an effective eportfolio initiative, 

connecting effective pedagogy to professional development and outcomes 

assessmentέ ό9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦфύ. The Catalyst framework takes a holistic 

institutional approach to eportfolio practice, it has learning at its core and then has 

five interlocking sectors: pedagogy, professional development, scaling up and 

outcomes assessment. The framework also encompasses three design principles 

which are inquiry, integration and reflection. Further the Catalyst framework 

engages key partners such as students and faculty and envisions eportfolio practice 



100 | P a g e 
 

embedded in programmes and modules in curricular and extracurricular contexts 

(Eynon & Gambino, 2017) (See Figure 17 below).  

 

  

Figure 17 Catalyst for Learning Framework (Eynon & Gambino, 2017) 

 

 

The Catalyst for Learning framework is a useful model for developing effective 

eportfolio practice, because the design principle of inquiry, reflection and 

integration are of particular relevance to this study.  

3.10 REFLECTION 
 

One of the most common themes in the models and frameworks for eportfolio 

practice is the centrality of reflection to learning with an eportfolio (Barrett, 2007; 

Buyarski et. al., 2015; Eynon & Gambino, 2017; Brandes & Boskic, 2008; Jenson, 

2011; Landis, Scott,Kahn, 2015; Yancey, 2009; Zubizarreta, 2008). There are 

frequent references to a number of theories of reflection in the eportfolio literature 

such as those of Dewey, Rodgers, Schon, Mezirow, and King & Kitchener. There is 

general agreement in the literature about how fundamental reflective writing is to 
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ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ άŜƭƛŎƛǘ 

ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ όWŜƴǎƻƴΣ нлмм, p.49), this is often presented 

in vague terms in the literature.  

 

One eportfolio framework that lays out a theoretical approach for reflective 

eportfolio practice is the Catalyst for Learning framework discussed above. The 

Catalyst for Learning framework views reflection as the vehicle for effective learning 

with an eportfolio (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). The framework draws on Carol 

wƻŘƎŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŦƻǳǊ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ 

reflection: reflection as connection, reflection as systematic and disciplined, 

reflection as a social pedagogy and reflection as an attitude toward change. The 

/ŀǘŀƭȅǎǘ ŦƻǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ wƻŘƎŜǊΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ 

in eportfolio practice such as using reflection to capture experiences in a course, 

across semesters and disciplines, co-curricular and life experiences (Eynon & 

Gambino, 2017).  

 

!ŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ wƻŘƎŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

experience, experimentation and analysis of experience as means to structure 

student reflection in their eportfolio provides structure and scaffolding for reflective 

thinking (Rodgers 2002, cited in Eynon & Gambino 2017). This approach to 

reflection was a useful and valuable contribution to eportfolio practice, where there 

was an absence of concrete guidelines for encouraging and developing students 

reflective writing. 

 

Several empirical studies have investigated reflection in eportfolio and its impact on 

student learning. Yancey (2009) reports on five iterations of research carried out by 

the Inter/National Coalition for Electronic Portfolio Research. Their findings were 
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that across institutions eportfolio fostered and supported reflection, that reflection 

happens in context, portfolio structure shape the nature of student reflection, 

reflection is an iterative process, and that reflection in portfolios is a knowledge 

making activity. Similarly, Jenson (2011) found by combining self-assessment, 

discussion with eportfolio reflective tasks, ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ depth and quality of reflection 

was improved. Scaffolding student reflective practice through prompts and model 

portfolios enabled student reflective writing to move from descriptive to analytical 

and enhanced student reflective practice in a study conducted in a Canadian 

University by Brandes & Boskic (2008). Engaging with reflective eportfolio practice 

can be challenging for students, as was confirmed by Landis, Scott and Kahn (2015) 

in their qualitative case study of eportfolio practice at Indiana UniversityςPurdue 

University Indianapolis. In summary, reflection is considered to be the central 

vehicle for learning with an eportfolio, it can difficult for students to master but 

through scaffolding and use of reflective prompts can create a powerful learning 

experience. 

 

 

3.11 INTEGRATION 
 

This theme of integration or integrative learning is also a common feature in the 

theoretical approaches to eportfolio, especially those from the U.S.A. This is due to 

the work of one of the leading higher education accreditors the Association of 

American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U). The AAC&U identified integrative and 

applied learning as one of four key learning outcomes for colleges, and they have 

also identified high impact practices which can enable these four key learning 

outcomes. (Reynolds & Patton, 2014) In 2016, the AAC&U added eportfolio as the 

eleventh high impact practice, this was due to the large body of evidence of 
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eportfolio impact on student learning gathered by the Connect to Learning project 

(Watson, Kuh, Rhodes, Penny Light, Chen, 2016). 

 

This section has discussed the five key theoretical models for eportfolio practice, 

the following aspects featured in the literature discussed above are of central 

importance to this study: the centrality of reflection, the design principles of 

inquiry, integration and reflection, the importance of purpose in designing 

eportfolio practice, pedagogy, developing an eportfolio culture which documents 

learning inside and outside of class, learning is at the core of effective eportfolio 

practice and students should own their eportfolio. These aspects are important 

because they directly address the research question and aims of the study, which 

are to interrogate the impact of a developmental eportfolio on the student learning 

experience and development of critical thinking skills. 

3.12 WHAT IS THE NATURE OF LEARNING WITH AN EPORTFOLIO IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION? 
 

As a digital tool, it seems from the evidence that an eportfolio has many 

affordances and can be used flexibly for a variety of purposes in higher education. 

While the flexibility of the eportfolio may be viewed as a benefit, however in 

practice this can be a source of confusion and a barrier to successful introduction of 

eportfolio practice at an institutional level, as the clear purpose of eportfolio 

practice must be clear and explicit to students and academic staff (An & Wilder, 

2010; Gaitan, 2012; Parker, 2012; Scholz, 2017; Wuetherick & Dickinson, 2015).  

 

There are some regional differences evident in how eportfolio are being used in 

higher education which are formed by national higher education policy, for example 

in Australia, graduate attributes are high on the policy agenda, whereas in the U.S., 
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its retention and integrative learning and in the UK, personal development planning 

(PDP) is the driver.  

 

 

Through reviewing the eportfolio literature, a typology of five purposes for 

eportfolio practice in higher education were identified:  

1. Assessment 

2. Developmental 

3. Placement 

4. Careers 

5. Student advising 

 

Eportfolio can take many forms, depending on the purpose, the programme, the 

disciplinary context, and the desired learning outcomes. This section examines 

these five uses and purposes of eportfolio practice in higher education. The 

rationale for this approach is that there is a developmental aspect to all portfolio 

based learning, therefore reviewing these five uses and purposes of eportfolio are 

relevant to the research question of this study.  

 

3.13 ASSESSMENT 
 

Portfolios have become a common form of summative assessment across all 

disciplines in higher education (Lowenthal, White and Cooley, 2011). The rationale 

for adopting eportfolios for assessment are twofold; firstly, eportfolios can be an 

authentic, meaningful and student centred form of assessment because it captures 

evidence of student learning in context and over time (Chen & Penny Light, 2010; 

Buyarski & Landis, 2014; Eynon & Gambino, 2017). Secondly, eportfolio assessment 
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ƛǎ ŀ ǾŀƭƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜƳonstration of learning 

outcomes (Ambrose, 2010; Banta, Griffin, Flateby, Kahn, 2009; Buyarski & Landis 

2014; Eynon & Gambino, 2017).  

 

Best practice for summative assessment using eportfolio according to the literature 

is that eportfolio should be programme-focused and form a core of a programme's 

assessment design rather than bolted on. It should be thoughtfully woven 

throughout the curriculum, capturing the student learning experience over the 

duration of the degree (Banta et. al., 2009; Clarke & Boud, 2016; Housego & Parker, 

2009; Klenowski, Askew, Carnell, 2006; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2014; Simatele, 2015). 

 

As a summative assessment which aims to measure student learning and 

demonstrate student attainment of learning outcomes, a well-designed eportfolio 

assessment can meet the quality metrics of reliability, validity, transparency and 

fairness which form a robust assessment system (Baird, Gamble, Sidebotham, 2016; 

Buente, Winter, Kramer, Dalisay, Hill, Buskirk, 2015; Driessen, Overeem, Van 

Tartwijk, Van der Vleuten, Muijtjens, 2006; Donato & Harris, 2013; Ring & Ramirez, 

2012). It is argued that, a well-designed eportfolio assessment should align with 

module or programme learning outcomes and curriculum and should be assessed 

by authentic and valid rubric which also align with the learning outcomes (Donato & 

Harris, 2013; Yancey 2015).  

 

The idea of using an eportfolio assessment as a capstone project at the end of a 

degree is a growing phenomenon (Buente et al., 2015; Baird et. al. 2016; Perks et. 

al., 2013). The aim of a capstone project is to create a culminating experience which 

integrates the theory, skills, knowledge and practice learned over the course of the 

degree together (Buente et al., 2015; Baird et. al. 2016; Perks et. al., 2013). In the 
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American context, eportfolio are increasingly used to assess general education 

competencies, often in the form of a final year capstone project (Buente et al., 

2015; Morreale Van Zile-Tamsen, Emerson, Herzog 2017; Ring & Ramirez 2012).  

 

There is evidence of impact of summative eportfolio assessment on student 

learning, eportfolio based assessment enabled students to integrate their learning 

and make connections between modules (Buente et. al. 2015; Eynon & Gambino, 

2017; Morreale et. al. 2017), was authentic, student centred and meaningful (Baird 

et. al. 2016; Lambe, McNair, Smith, 2013) improves student writing (Desmet 2008) 

and promoted independent learning (Clarke & Hornyak, 2012). 

 

3.14 DEVELOPMENTAL 
 

The literature on developmental eportfolio is highly relevant to this study, as the 

research question for the study examines the development of critical thinking in the 

context of eportfolio based learning.  

 

There is a developmental aspect to all portfolio based learning, in fact it is a 

fundamental principle that evidence, reflections and artefacts are compiled 

incrementally over time. However only two types of eportfolio specifically have 

development as their purpose; a learning or process portfolio and a personal 

development portfolio (PDP). Although they share the common purpose of 

development, they have different aims. The learning and process portfolio focuses 

on learning and the documenting of the process of learning, while the personal 

development portfolio focuses on planning and goal setting. One of the key 

differences between developmental portfolios and other portfolios such as 

assessment or career portfolios, is that developmental portfolios are focussed on 
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the process of learning and therefore are process eportfolio, rather than final 

polished product or showcase eportfolio. Klenowski, Askew, Carnell, (2006) argue 

that there has been a shift from the traditional view of portfolio as a collection of 

work to a learning portfolio which focuses on learning. This section examines the 

theoretical underpinnings of developmental eportfolio and the empirical evidence 

about their impact on student learning. Both the theory of developmental 

eportfolio and the evidence of impact on student learning are highly relevant to this 

study. As the research question for the study examines the development of critical 

thinking in the context of eportfolio based learning and whether it enhances the 

student learning experience. 

 

There are strong theoretical arguments of the benefits of eportfolio which focus on 

the process of learning.  Zubizarreta (2008) argues that portfolios should focus on 

learning rather than skills, in particular on giving students opportunities with a 

learning portfolio to self-reflect on what, how and learning tool place and to 

consider why the learning was valuable. This focus on the learning process and 

metacognition can develop reflective judgement and higher order learning 

(Zubizarreta, 2008). Further, Kehoe & Goudzwaard (2015) theorize that 

developmental eportfolio Ŏŀƴ ŀƛŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ 

self-authorship by documenting their experiences in academic and co-curricular 

contexts.  

 

Peet, Lonn, Gurin, Boyer, Matney, Marra, Taylor, Daley (2011) developed a 

theoretical model called the Integrative Knowledge Portfolio Process which is 

focused on integrative developmental eportfolio. The Integrative Knowledge 

Portfolio Process model has six dimensions: adapt and apply knowledge in different 

contexts, create solutions, understand oneself as a learner, become a reflexive 
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ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ /ǊǳŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ tŜŜǘ Ŝǘ 

al. (2011) carried out a large scale empirical study to test the Integrative Knowledge 

Portfolio Process, conducting pre and post surveys of 620 students engaged with 

developmental eportfolio. They found that students who engaged with the 

Integrative Knowledge Portfolio Process showed significant gains across the six 

dimensions of integrated learning regardless of academic discipline. 

 

According to Chen, Penny Light & Ittelson (2011) eportfolio based learning can 

ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ and they 

ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ .ŀȄǘŜǊ aŀƎƻƭŘŀΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ self-authorshipΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ 

capacity to internally define a coherent belief system and identity that coordinates 

mutual relations with othersέ ό.ŀȄǘŜǊ aŀƎƻƭŘŀ, 2004, p.303). Learning with an 

eportfolio, can support students evolving sense of self through self-authorship 

(Eynon & Gambino, 2017). 

 

The concept of an eportfolio as a place for identity development and the 

articulation of a holistic self has been evidenced in studies conducted by Hughes 

(2010) and Nguyen (2013). Nguyen (2013) views an eportfolio as a living portal 

where students can continually re-articulate their ideas of self to others as a form of 

self-portrait. Her qualitative critical hermeneutics study found that the eportfolio 

was a shareable narrative of self, where students could continually re-articulate 

their ideas of self to others which brought about new understandings. Similarly, 

Hughes (2010) found that ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ identity change was captured by the 

developmental eportfolio, where students brought together their inside and outside 

lives.  Further, in Bennett, Rowley, Dunabar-Hall, Hitchcock, BlomΩǎ (2016) study of 

Australian music and writing undergraduate students, the process of learning with 

an eportfolio became a vehicle through which identity was constructed, developing 
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from a repository of evidence to a form of self-portrait. Finally, narratives of self 

differ for adult learners in comparison to traditional students, adult learners are 

balancing many competing priorities such as work, family, community with their 

academic studies. The process of creating an eportfolio which captures their holistic 

narratives of self is particularly powerful for adult students, as it enabled them to 

bring together their varied experiences in one place (Madden, 2015). 

 

There are two further studies which investigated developmental eportfolio but 

focused on different aspects such as the development of independent learning 

(Chau & Cheng 2010) and the impact of how eportfolios make learning visible to 

students (Johnsen, 2012). Chau & Cheng (2010) carried out a qualitative study in 

Hong Kong Polytechnic University which investigated whether eportfolio could 

enable the development of independent learning among English as a foreign 

language students. They found that students felt a sense of personal ownership of 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ άǳǎŜ 

as a tool conducive to learning as both a product and a process geared towards 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜέ όChau & Cheng 2010, p.938).  

 

In a case study carried out by Johnsen (2012) in LaGuardia Community College, she 

applied ZubizarretaΩǎ όнллпΣнллуΣ нлмн) theoretical model for a learning portfolio 

which focused on the process of learning to her composition class. Johnsen (2012) 

found that by creating and sharing their learning portfolios that they made their 

learning visible, therefore valued. 

 

As the research question interrogates developmental, learning, process eportfolio, 

several important considerations arise from the literature discussed above. First, 

that developmental eportfolios can be a space for identity development, evolving 
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narratives of self and can be a powerful vehicle for demonstrating learning to 

students. Second, that further empirical research is required into the nature of 

developmental eportfolio. While there are strong theoretical arguments supporting 

the benefits of developmental eportfolio, there is a lack of empirical research in this 

area. 

 

Personal development planning (PDP) as a use and aim for eportfolio is very specific 

to the UK higher education context, although there are examples of PDP in other 

countries. The relationship between personal development planning and eportfolios 

was outlined in a previous section.  To recap this UK government policy emerged 

from the Dearing report (1997) which recommended the provision of progress files 

for higher education students where they could track their personal development 

(Strivens & Ward, 2010). Therefore, PDP and eportfolio are inextricably linked in the 

¦Y ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ t5t ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦Y v!! όнллфΣ ǇΦнύ ŀǎ άŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

supported process undertaken by a learner to reflect upon their own learning, 

performance and/or achievement and to plan for their personal, educational and 

career development. It is an inclusive process, open to all learners, in all HE 

ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎέΦ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ 

requirement in UK higher education institutions which has resulted in it becoming 

commonplace across courses and institutions (Head & Johnston, 2012). 

 

There are a number of empirical studies with examine personal development 

planning using eportfolio in a higher education context. Using an action research 

approach, Gaitan (2012) examined student perceptions of personal development 

planning with an eportfolio in an undergraduate psychology degree at an English 

university over two years. He found that ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ attitudes to personal 

development related strongly to the perceived purpose of the activity and that the 



111 | P a g e 
 

issue of disclosure of personal information in their personal development portfolio 

was a concern and source of discomfort for many students. This theme of 

discomfort by the personal nature of PDP was mirrored in IŜǊƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ YƛǊƪƛǇΩǎ 

(2008) study which found that some participants were initially reluctant to 

participate in the personal development eportfolio as it felt unfamiliar and 

challenging. However, most students were positive about the PDP experience and 

for some the process was beneficial to their learning, 77% of students said they 

would use an eportfolio again in the future (Herman & Kirkip, 2008). 

 

There is clearly a tension in the eportfolio literature between creating a personal 

holistic learning experience for students and causing discomfort for students by 

encouraging them to disclose personal information. This relates to the question of 

ownership of the eportfolio, if the student owns their eportfolio and controls who 

has access to it but it is kept within a university system which is bound by quality 

assurance mechanisms, who really owns the eportfolio? 

 

3.15 PLACEMENT 
 

Using an eportfolio to document student experience while on a placement, practice, 

or practicum is one of the most common purposes of eportfolio in a higher 

education context. Disciplines where placement are central to student learning such 

as teacher education and health and medical sciences have been early adopters of 

eportfolio. The use of eportfolio to bring together theory and practice and to 

facilitate competency based education are recurring themes in the literature on 

eportfolio and placement, which are examined in detail in the following section.  

 



112 | P a g e 
 

The use of portfolios to document student learning experiences on teaching 

placement is long established in teacher education and increasingly the adoption of 

eportfolio is becoming widespread (Parker, Ndoye, Ritzhaupt, 2012). It is evident 

from the wide range of geographic locations of the journal articles reviewed such as 

Turkey, China, South Africa, USA, Germany, and Malaysia, that eportfolio in teacher 

education is a key issue worldwide.  

 

One of the key benefits for preservice teacher for engaging with an eportfolio 

during teaching placement was the development of a professional identity as a 

teacher (Arend & Strydom, 2017; Ayan & Seferoglu 2011; Moran, Vozzo, Reid, 

Pietsch, Hatton, 2013; Parker, Ndoye, Ritzhaupt, 2012; Pitts & Ruggirello 2012). A 

further benefit evidenced in the literature, was the value of peer support created by 

online eportfolio community which reduced the sense of isolation experienced by 

preservice teachers while on placement (Arend & Strydom, 2017; Ayan & Seferoglu, 

2011; Moran et. al. 2013; Ozgur & Kaya, 2011). Finally, learning with an eportfolio 

during placement encouraged the development of reflective thinking and the 

integration of theory and practice (Ayan & Seferoglu, 2011; Kecik, Belgin, Dikdere, 

Aydun, Yuksel, 2012; Oner & Adadan, 2016). 

 

Several issues and challenges were identified in the literature regarding the use of 

eportfolio for placement which mirror those challenges identified in the eportfolio 

literature as a whole. 

The challenges were ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ perception that creating an eportfolio as time 

consuming, clear communication of the purpose of the eportfolio task to students is 

required and how the eportfolio task is framed within a module or a programme 

has an impact on the adoption and buy-in by staff and students (Imhof & Picard, 

2009; Kabilan & Khan 2012; Parker, Ndoye, Ritzhaupt, 2012). 
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Finally, one very interesting idea which comes from the literature on eportfolio for 

placement, was the idea of praxis, the blurring of theory and practice together to 

create a new form of learning. Ayan & Seferoglu (2011, p.520) describes this as 

άeportfolio act as a bridge between the past and the future; the theory and the 

practice; the undergraduate education and the profession; throughout the 

transformation of the student from a pre-ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ƴƻǾƛŎŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

idea of bridging theory and practice is powerful and in relation to this current study 

poses the question; can eportfolio bridge the theory-practice gap for sociology 

students? 

 

The use of portfolios to assess and support learning in medical and health sciences 

is also widespread.  In their systematic review of portfolio in the health sciences, 

Buckley, Coleman, Davison, Khan, Zamora, Malick, Morley, Pollard, Ashcroft, 

Popovic, Sayers, (2009) found 554 journal articles on portfolios in the health 

sciences but only three related to eportfolio. Since the Buckley et. al. (2009) study, 

there has been a significant growth in the adoption of eportfolio in undergraduate 

health sciences programmes and a related increase in the research on the efficacy 

of eportfolio use, in particular in relation to clinical placement this is because 

reflection on practice is viewed by McAllister & Hauville (2017) as crucial in health 

care disciplines.  

 

Two strong theoretical arguments about the value of eportfolio based learning in 

the health and medical context are put forward by Green, Wyllie, Jackson (2014) 

and Duncan-Pitt & Sutherland (2006). Green et. al. (2014) theorize that eportfolio 

are an authentic means for nursing students to evidence the development of skills, 

experience, professional development and ongoing learning in a clinical context. 
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Whereas, Duncan-Pitt & Sutherland (2006) argue that the true value of eportfolio in 

the health and medical context, is the affordance to bridge the theory-practice gap 

and enable learning situated in the clinical context.  

 

From the empirical research in the clinical placement setting, learning with an 

eportfolio was found to aid the development of professional identity, encouraged 

work based learning, supporting of competency development, convenient, 

transparent, and a valuable and authentic record of student learning on placement 

(Belcher, Jones, Smith, Vincent, Naidu, Montgomery, Gill, 2014; Garrett, McPhee, 

Jackson, 2013; Pincombe, McKellar, Weise, Grinter, Beresford, 2010; Porter, Kleve, 

Palermo, 2016). 

 

 

3.16 CAREERS 
 

¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎƪƛlls 

(Moretti & Giovannini, 2011; Simatele, 2015; Von Kronsky & Oliver, 2012; Reardon, 

Lumsden, Meyer, 2005). In fact, Taylor & Rowley (2017) argue that graduates 

applying for jobs with an eportfolio have a significant advantage over those applying 

with a traditional CV. Employers appear to becoming comfortable with reviewing 

eportfolio as part of their recruitment processes, the Association of American 

Colleges and Universities carried out a survey of 318 employers in 2013 in which 

80% said they found eportfolio useful when reviewing applicants (Ring, Waugaman, 

Brackett, 2017). Further, students are beginning to value an eportfolio as a means 

of enhancing their employability post-graduation, in an Australian study carried out 

by Von Kronsky & Oliver (2012) which examined how students were using their 
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eportfolio in an Australian university, 52% of students reported that one the key 

reasons for them to use the eportfolio was that they thought it would help with 

their employability. It is notable that the literature from Australia in particular 

focuses has a particular focus on graduate attributes and employability which 

clearly a dominant discourse in Australian higher education.  

 

There is conflicting evidence on the efficacy of eportfolio to develop career 

readiness and employability skills. Simatele (2015) found that transferable skills 

could be encouraged by using an employability eportfolio and Ring, Waugaman, 

Brackett (2017) reported that students who engaged with eportfolio and mock 

interviews together increased their career readiness. However, conflicting evidence 

was concluded in a study by Kennelly, Osborn, Reardon, Shetty (2016) which 

investigated career eportfolio in conjunction with mock job interviews their findings 

showed that students self-reported that they saw no difference in their interviewing 

skills after the eportfolio intervention. 

 

The discourse on career eportfolios is flawed by its narrow focus on a neoliberal 

idea of higher education which aims to produce employable graduates with 

transferable skills. Even the concept of transferable skills is questionable, as so 

much learning is specific to a discipline context. 

 

3.17 STUDENT ADVISING 
 

In the United States, student academic advising plays an important role in 

supporting students to make informed choices about their subject majors (Chen & 

Black, 2010). In Ireland, we don't have an equivalent system as students have 

chosen their subject specialisms on entry to the higher education system. One of 
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the uses of eportfolio practice in American colleges and universities is to support 

student academic advising. Chen & Black (2010) who piloted advising eportfolios as 

ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǘ 

Stanford. Building on this concept of an advising eportfolio, Ambrose & Chen (2015) 

and Ambrose & Ambrose (2013) developed a blended advising model called the 

360° folio networking framework which flips the advising process by harnessing 

online learning approaches such as asynchronous and synchronous technologies in 

combination with a student centred eportfolio which was found to enhance 

interaction and increased mentoring for students. From the point of view of this 

research project, the model of blending of online interaction with eportfolio 

practice is highly relevant.  

 

3.18 EMERGING PRACTICE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

In addition to the pairing of digital badges and eportfolio described in an earlier 

section, there are several emerging uses of eportfolio in higher education. Such as 

using an institutional eportfolio to document the whole learning career of a 

student, including the co-curricular elements thus creating a comprehensive 

student record (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). Another interesting emerging use of 

eportfolio is for enhancing postgraduate research supervision (Le, 2012; Smarzija & 

Balaban 2014). 

 

3.19 HOW ARE EPORTFOLIO BEING USED IN IRISH HIGHER EDUCATION? 
 

Eportfolios are common in American higher education, with 57% of colleges using 

eportfolio. (Eynon & Gambino, 2017) Similarly in the UK, a survey carried out in 

2014 highlighted that 78% of universities now have a centrally supported e-portfolio 
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tool (UCISA, 2014). Further evidence of engagement with eportfolio research and 

practice was the creation of an Irish higher education community of practice called 

MaharaIrl in January 2017, currently at time of writing in July 2017, there are 

twenty-five members from seven Irish higher education institutions.  

There are two exceptions to this slow adoption of eportfolio in Irish higher 

education: Dublin City University (DCU) and Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT). 

DCU recently introduced of a campus wide learning portfolio called Loop Reflect for 

16,000 students in May 2017 όhΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ нлмтύΦ  

 

There is a distinct lack of high quality research on eportfolio in Irish higher 

education, a recent Education Resource Information Centre (ERIC) search revealed 

that there are only five peer reviewed journal articles published. Four of the five 

peer reviewed journal articles published about eportfolio in Ireland come from DIT, 

one from DCU and one from the University of Ulster in Northern Ireland. 

 

 Eportfolio are being used for multiple purposes in Irish higher education: for 

enhancing self-regulated learning (Morales, Soler-Dominguez, Tarkovska 2016, 

Morales & Soler-Dominguez, 2015), for authentic developmental assessment 

(Lambe, McNair, Smith, 2013), supporting the development of learner autonomy 

(Kennedy, Bruen, Pechenart, 2012), for dialogic feedback (Morales et. al, 2015) and 

for enhancing and deepening student learning (Dominguez, Morales, Tarkovska, 

2014Τ hΩYŜŜŦŦŜ ϧ 5ƻƴƴŜƭƭȅΣ нлмо).  

 

For business students, Dominguez et. al (2014) found that their use of eportfolio 

enabled students to become more disciplined and self-regulated learners; 

participants reported that their learning experience improved significantly and gave 

them a break from the traditional learning approaches. Similarly, Morales et. al 
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(2015) confirmed that eportfolio based learning encouraged students to become 

active and independent self-regulated learners. They found further that the use of 

eportfolio as a complementary mode of assessment allowed for holistic integration 

enabling students to reflect on how course activities were connected and gain a 

better understand of their strengths and limitations. Kennedy et al. (2012) assert 

that the value of combining instruction with reflection and real experience created 

a direct relationship between the material being taught in the classroom and the 

learners reality creating a deeper reflective experience. Further evidence of praxis 

ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ōȅ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ōŀǎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘ άǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ nature of a 

teacher education programme which requires participants to show how effectively 

they can weave theory and practice togetherέ ό[ŀƳōŜ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмоΣ ǇΦмфмύ. 

 

Although it is limited in volume and scope the Irish higher education literature on 

eportfolio supports many of findings in other jurisdictions. However, it is evident 

that there is clear need for further high quality empirical based evidence on 

eportfolio practice in Irish higher education.  

 

3.20 WHAT IS THE LEARNER EXPERIENCE OF USING AN EPORTFOLIO? 
 

The literature on the learner experience of using an eportfolio is highly relevant to 

this study. As one element of the research question for the study investigates the 

impact of eportfolio on the nature of the learning experience from the perspective 

of the learner.  

 

The learner experience of using an eportfolio has been explored in both qualitative 

and quantitative studies in the literature. The key themes that emerge in this 
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literature are positive are negative impacts of eportfolios on the student learning 

experience. 

 

The positive impacts and benefits of eportfolios to student learning which are 

claimed in the literature are that it can be a personal, collaborative, and deepen the 

learning experience which includes enhanced career orientation and increased self-

knowledge. (Buyarski & Landis, 2014; Eynon & Gambino, 2017; Janosik & Frank, 

2013; Kabilan & Khan, 2012; Parker, 2012;  

 Wakimoto & Lewis, 2014) 

 

The negative aspects of learning with an eportfolio experienced by students centre 

around three key issues; confusion about purpose and expectations of the 

eportfolio task, eportfolio technology and time (An & Wilder, 2010; Birks et al., 

2016; Gaitan, 2012; McWhorter et al., 2013; Parker, 2012; Scholz, 2017; Tzeng, 

2011; Wuetherick & Dickinson, 2015). The design of the eportfolio task, how the 

task is then implemented and the technical support provided all significantly impact 

on the student experience of learning with an eportfolio. 

 

The design of the eportfolio task and the communication of the purpose of 

eportfolio and the expectations have an impact on the student experiencing of 

learning with an eportfolio. Where there is poor communication of expectations to 

the students or the eportfolio is an add- on activity, the experience for students 

tends to be negative (Scholz, 2017). Clearly aligned and embedded eportfolio tasks 

in the module or programme more effective than ad hoc, bolted on eportfolio tasks 

(Gaitan 2012; Simatele, 2015). The clarity of purpose for producing an eportfolio is 

essential according to Gaitan (2012), who argues that studentsΩ attitudes are 

strongly related to their perception of a purpose for producing an eportfolio as well 



120 | P a g e 
 

as technical aspects and perception of guidance, this argument is further supported 

by Ring & Ramirez (2012) who found that a lack of clear purpose was a barrier to 

the success of their university wide eportfolio programme implementation. Finally, 

9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻ όнлмтΦ ǇΦмтмύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

for students depends on how it is implemented; that is, the pedagogy and practices 

ƻŦ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΦέ 

 

There are two further barriers to meaningful student experiences when learning 

with an eportfolio; the use of eportfolio technology and time. These barriers are 

strongly articulated by student voices in the literature (An & Wilder, 2010; Birks et 

al., 2016; Gaitan, 2012; McWhorter et al., 2013; Parker, 2012; Scholz, 2017; Tzeng, 

2011; Wuetherick & Dickinson, 2015). If appropriate technological support and 

training are not provided, students experience significant frustration, confusion and 

difficulties creating an eportfolio and this impacts very negatively on their 

experience of learning with an eportfolio (McWhorter, 2013; Scholz, 2017; 

Wuetherick & Dickinson, 2015; Ntuli et. al., 2009; Tosh et. al., 2005). Practical hands 

on training provided at the time of need are key to students successfully learning 

with an eportfolio (Parker et. al., 2012; Ring & Ramirez, 2012; Wakimoto & Lewis 

2014).  

 

Accounting for a variation in student computer skills and providing training 

accordingly impacts on student perceptions of eportfolio use (Wuetherick & 

Dickinson, 2015). Students have difficulty adapting to change, and it cannot be 

assumed that students will easily accept a new technology such as an eportfolio, 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ άōǳȅ-ƛƴέ ƛǎ ƪŜȅ (Janosik & Frank, 2013; Ring & Ramirez, 2012; Tzeng, 2011; 

Tosh et. al 2005). If support, training and clear goals are not provided for the 

eportfolio task, students experience frustration with the eportfolio technology use. 
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(Birks et. al 2016; McWhorter et. al 2013; Tzeng 2011; Wuetherick & Dickinson, 

2015) Further, the choice of eportfolio platform in terms of accessibility, usability 

and integration into the institutional learning system has an impact on the student 

experience (Brown, 2015; Birks 2016).  

 

Students viewed creating and maintaining an eportfolio as a time consuming task 

which involved a heavy workload (Janosik & Frank, 2013; Kabilan & Khan, 2012; 

McWhorter et al., 2013; Parker, 2012). Time was an obstacle and a barrier for 

student completion and continuing to use an eportfolio over time (An & Wilder 

2010, Hsieh & Lee 2015).  

 

This section outlines the literature from a student perspective focusing on the 

positive impacts of learning with an eportfolio on student learning; the integration 

and deepening of the learning experience, awareness of growth and development 

as learner, student success, self-awareness, goal formation, career and employment 

focus and student ownership and personalised learning. The largest body of 

evidence on student perspectives on learning with an eportfolio was compiled by 

Eynon & Gambino (2017) which conducted a survey of higher education students 

(n=10,170) from twenty-four American institutions from 2011-2013. All of 

institutions were part of the Connect to Learning project and where following the 

C2L model of eportfolio practice (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). The C2L survey found 

that eportfolio practice deepened and integrated student learning, aided student 

growth and development, promoted future planning and enhanced student success, 

see figure 18 below (Eynon & Gambino, 2017, p.128). 

 

 

 



122 | P a g e 
 

 

C2L Question % Agree or Strongly Agree 

Building my eportfolio helped me think more deeply 
about the content of course. 

63.8 

Building my eportfolio helped me make connections 
between ideas 

68.6 

Building my eportfolio helped me succeed as a 
student 

62.5 

{ƻƳŜŘŀȅΣ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ 
others such as employers or other professors at 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ ŘƻΦ 

70.2 

Using my eportfolio has allowed me to be more 
aware of my growth and development as a learner  

66 

  Figure 18 C2L Questionnaire (Eynon & Gambino, 2017, p.173) 

 

Previoǳǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ όнлмтύ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

eportfolio practice deepening and integrating student learning, McWhorter et. al. 

(2013) and Birks (2016) also concluded that students believed that learning with an 

eportfolio focuǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ άōƛƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

learning and reflecting in their eportfolio had enhanced their learning, creating a 

more meaningful, holistic and personal experience. Further, Kabilan & Khan (2012) 

reported that students learning with an eportfolio felt engaged in deep learning 

which enabled them to understand content at a deeper level than normal. 

 

The finding from Eynon & Gambino (2017) that students perceived that learning 

with an eportfolio made them more aware of their growth and development as a 

learner is shared by several previous studies. Cheng & Chau (2010) found that 

students perceived the eportfolio as a useful tool which was conducive to learning 

as both a product and process were geared toward developmental performance. 

The development of self-awareness ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

visible to themselves is clearly evidenced in the eportfolio literature on the student 
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experience (Janosik & Frank, 2013; Wakimoto & Lewis, 2014; Parker, 2012; Kabilan 

& Khan, 2012; Buyarski & Landis, 2014). In relation to growing and developing as a 

learner, the eportfolio enabled students to reflect, evaluate and identify their 

strengths and weaknesses (Kabilan & Khan 2012). 

 

Lƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ όнлмтύ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ 

encouraged career and future planning in students, a number of studies confirm 

this finding that students find eportfolio aid career development and future 

planning (Bennett et. al. 2016; Buyarski & Landis, 2014; Janosik & Frank, 2013; Ntuli 

et. al., 2009; Wakimoto & Lewis, 2014). Students who were engaged in professional 

studies such as teaching, found the career development afforded by the eportfolio 

particularly beneficial for developing competence and confidence seeking 

employment, developing a professional identity and demonstrating to professional 

accreditors that they met the standards required (Bennett et. al., 2016; Janosik & 

Frank, 2013; McWhorter et. al., 2013; Ntuli et. al., 2009; Parker, 2012; Wakimoto & 

Lewis, 2014). 

Several studies on the student experience of learning with an eportfolio reported 

that students found that eportfolio based learning had no impact on their learning, 

motivation, development of identity, enhancement of their technology skills or on 

their transferable skills. (Contreras-Higuera et. al., 2016; Lopez-Fernandez & 

Rodriguez-Illera, 2009; Ntuli et. al., 2009; Singer-Freeman et. al., 2014)  

 

As a final comment on student perspectives on learning with an eportfolio, it is 

ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ .Ǌȅŀƴǘ ϧ /ƘƛǘǘǳƳΩǎ όнлмоύ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ 

the teaching and learning methods that result in the greatest learning gain, so while 

student attitudes to eportfolio may not always be positive they are beneficial to 

their learning. 
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Relating the above literature to the present study, a number of factors are of 

importance to the design of the study; the necessity to provide clear goals and 

training for students and staff starting eportfolios, the prudence of providing 

technical support at the time need. In addition, that there is careful consideration of 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ-consuming and 

cumbersome for students.  

 

3.21 HOW ARE EPORTFOLIO BEING USED IN BLENDED, ONLINE, DISTANCE HIGHER 

EDUCATION? 
 

Blended, online and distance higher education courses are typically designed 

following social constructivist pedagogy, the same theoretical orientation as 

eportfolio practice. This shared theoretical underpinnings may be one of the 

reasons that eportfolio are becoming more common in the blended, online, 

distance context.  

 

As eportfolio have become more ubiquitous in higher education, this trend is 

reflected in blended online and distance higher education courses (Barbera, 2009; 

Chen & Chen, 2009; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2014; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2011). Upon 

review of nineteen peer reviewed journal articles which met the inclusion criteria of 

this study, the purposes of eportfolio in blended, online distance higher education 

contexts are: community building, professional identity development, reflective 

practice, placement, employability and assessment (See figure 19 below). 

 

The uses of eportfolio in blended, online, distance higher education are quite similar 

to that of higher education generally, with one notable difference, the use of 
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eportfolio to foster communities of learners. This is in response to the feelings of 

isolation often experienced by online distance learners that is a contributing factor 

to higher attrition rates in online courses (Barbera, 2009; Bolliger & Shepherd, 2010; 

Shaw & Polovina, 1999). Fostering a strong sense of community among students in 

ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ 

isolation and disconnection (DiRamio & Wolverton, 2006; Phirangee & Malec, 

2017). 

 

Purposes of eportfolio in blended online distance higher education 

Community building Shepherd & Bolliger 2014, Shepherd & Bolliger 
2011, Chen & Chen 2009, Barbera 2009, Wang 
2010, Tucker 2012, Moran et. al 2014, Bolliger & 
Shepherd 2010, Ehiyazaryan-White 2012, 
 

Professional- 
personal 
development 
planning 

Shepherd & Bolliger 2014, Dalton et al. 2015, 
Moran et al.2013, Matthews-DeNatale 2013  

Reflective practice Cheng & Chau 2009, Bolliger & Shepherd 2010, 
Brandes & Boskic 2008, Matthews-DeNatale 
2013, Dalton et al. 2015 
 

Placement-
practicum 

Ozgur & Kaya 2011, Kecik et al. 2012, Moran et. al 
2014, Josephsen 2012 

Employability Herman & Kirkip 2008, Dalton et al. 2015 

Assessment Tucker 2012, Lopez-Fernandez & Rodriguez-Illera 
2009, Mason et al. 2004, Larkin & Robertson 2013 

Programmatic 
approach 

Shepherd & Bolliger 2014, Dalton et al. 2015, 
Tucker 2012 

Figure 19 Purposes of eportfolio in blended, online and distance education 
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3.22 EVIDENCE OF IMPACT 
 

There is growing evidence of the impact of eportfolio based learning on students in 

the blended, online distance context. Researchers found that eportfolio based 

learning can foster community, peer collaboration and greater interaction between 

staff and students and enabled a culture of sharing and support within the learning 

community (Barbera, 2009; Bolliger & Shepherd, 2010; Ehiyazaryan-White, 2012; 

Moran et. al., 2014; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2014; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2011; Wang, 

2010; Tucker, 2012). These findings support ZubizarretaΩǎ (2009, p.xxvii) argument 

that eportfolio should not be individual activities but ǊŀǘƘŜǊ άinvolving students in a 

critically reflective collaborative process that augments learning as a community 

endeavour and refines their educational experienceέ.  

 

Shepherd & Bolliger  (2014, p.4) found that one of the key benefits of eportfolio 

based learninƎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ άǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊΣ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜέΦ  The benefit to 

students of the developmental aspect of eportfolio based learning or the process of 

reflection over time was further supported by Herman et al. (2008) study which 

investigated the impact of eportfolio on women returning to work in the science, 

engineering and technology sectors.  

 

It is argued that reflection is central to effective eportfolio based learning. Eynon & 

DŀƳōƛƴƻ όнлмтΣ ǇΦопύ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎful student 

eportfolio practiceέ. Zubizarreta όнллфΣ ǇΦорύ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎe 

learning context, the centrality of reflection for student learning is evidenced, for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ .ǊŀƴŘŜǎ ϧ .ƻǎƪƛŎǎΩ (2008) study which focused on enhancing reflection 
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through eportfolio in an online masters course, found that once students became 

familiar with the eportfolio tools and environment that students developed more 

nuanced and complex articulations of their learning processes through reflection 

and that the community of peers and staff played an important role in scaffolding 

and enhancing reflective practice. Further, Cheng & Chau (2009, p.347) in their 

study about using digital video for self-reflection in an eportfolio context, found that 

ŀ άƭŀǊƎŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾƛŘŜƻ ōŀǎŜŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ practice in eportfolios as part of an online MBA was an 

essential component in the development of ethical, self-aware future leaders 

(Dalton et al, 2015). 

 

Common themes in the higher education eportfolio literature are; using eportfolios 

to facilitate personal and professional development planning, academic advising, 

and the development of a professional identity (Ambrose & Chen, 2015; Stefani et 

al., 2007; Shepherd & Bolliger, 2014). This is reflected in the online distance learning 

eportfolio literature, in particular in postgraduate study in the disciplines of 

education and business. In their study of two online graduate programs, Shepherd 

& Bolliger (2014) found that over several years of study, reflecting on their goals in 

their eportfolios had a positive impact on the student's ability to refine, articulate 

and act on their personal and professional goals. In the context of online distance 

teacher education, eportfolio based learning was found to support the development 

of teacher professional identity during placement (Moran et al. 2013). Further, for 

women returning to work in fields of science, engineering and technology, Herman 

et al. (2008) found that students were generally positive about personal 

development planning, the majority of participants found it beneficial once they 

understood its relevant to their own career development.  The link between 

eportfolio and goal setting is explored further in the next section.  
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3.23 WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CRITICAL THINKING AND EPORTFOLIO? 
 

The literature on the relationship between critical thinking and eportfolios is highly 

relevant to this study as it is a key theme of the study which is reflected in the 

research question which investigates the development of critical thinking in the 

context of eportfolio based learning.  

 

From a theoretical perspective, early pioneers in eportfolio research Abrami & 

Barrett (2005, p.4) argued that eportfolio could encouraƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ άǘƘƛƴƪ 

critically, and become active, independent and self-regulated learnersέ. This theory 

was further evolved by Zubizarreta όнллуΣ ǇΦȄȄύ ǿƘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ƳŜǊƛǘ 

of learning portfolio is that involving students in the power of reflection, the 

critically challenging act of thinking about their learning and constructing a sense of 

the learning experience as a coherent, unified, developmental processέ. The 

theoretical foundations of relationship between eportfolio practice and critical 

thinking are further emphasized by the Folio thinking approach to the reflective 

practice of creating eportfolio which highlights the centrality of the process of 

reflecting overtime with an emphasis on self-understanding, metacognition and 

developing an intellectual identity (Chen & Black 2010; Penny Light, Chen, Ittelson 

2012). Penny Light et al. (2012, p.7) strongly argue that eportfolio based learning 

Ŏŀƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ άŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ 

one of the Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎέΦ 

Thus, there would seem to be strong links between process or developmental 

portfolios and critical thinking in the literature. 

 

Another theoretical strand that intersects with critical thinking and eportfolio 

practice is that of inquiry/enquiry based learning. Inquiry is a key design principle in 
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the Catalyst for Learning model for high impact eportfolio practice which adopts 

YƻƭōΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ōŀǎŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ŧƻr inquiry for design of 

eportfolio practices.  9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻ όнлмтΣ ǇΦооύ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ŀǎ άŀ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ 

process that involves asking questions about authentic problems, analysing relevant 

evidence, creating and presenting evidence based solutions, reflecting on the 

learning process, and developing new questions and plans for further inquiryέ. 

Additionally, Eynon & Gambino (2017) argue that eportfolio pedagogy encourages 

inquiry and gives students freedom to investigate questions about which they are 

curious, which fosters intellectual maturity. Further, that eportfolios give students a 

place to showcase the products of their inquiry and the process of recurring inquiry 

into their own learning. 

 

The Connect to Learning project (C2L), a US government funded eportfolio initiative 

involving 24 universities which began in 2011, created the Catalyst for Learning 

model for high impact eportfolio practice mentioned above and was led by Eynon & 

Gambino (n.d.). This project has collected and analysed a large body of evidence on 

impact of eportfolio practice on student learning through its C2L Core survey taken 

by 10,170 students (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). The findings show a strong 

correlation between eportfolio practice and student success, deep learning and 

learning centred institutional change. The findings on student learning are 

particularly relevant to relationship between eportfolio and critical thinking: 64% of 

respondents stated that building their eportfolio helped them think more deeply 

about the content of the course, 69% of respondents stated that building my 

eportfolio helped them make connections between ideas, 66% answered that using 

eportfolio has allowed me to be more aware of my growth and development as a 

learner (Eynon & Gambino, 2017, p.173). This project has made a significant 
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contribution to much needed empirical evidence on impact of eportfolio practice on 

student learning.  

 

In the literature, the uses of eportfolio based learning in relation to critical thinking 

for the most part examined self-regulation and metacognition and how eportfolio 

based learning can be a catalyst for the development of self-regulation and 

metacognition. Fewer studies examined the interaction between eportfolio and 

specific critical thinking skills and dispositions. One study by Morreale et al. (2017) 

that touched on critical thinking, in its investigation of the use of a capstone 

eportfolio project to promote reflection, critical thinking and curriculum integration 

for final year undergraduates. Their findings suggest that a capstone eportfolio 

project can promote reflection, critical thinking, digital literacy, writing skill 

development and integrate learning inside and outside of the curriculum (Morreale 

et al. 2017). 

 

In the eportfolio literature there appears to be coherent theoretical arguments that 

support the use of eportfolios to develop critical thinking skills. There are empirical 

studies which examine the impact of eportfolio practice on elements of critical 

thinking such as self-regulation and metacognition which are discussed in the 

following sections.  However, there are no empirical studies which have 

investigated the impact of eportfolio practice on critical thinking skill development. 

Therefore, there are clear and significant gaps in the eportfolio literature in relation 

to critical thinking, which this thesis aims to address.  

3.24 SELF-REGULATION 
 

In the context of this study, self-regulation ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƻ άǎŜƭŦ-consciously to 

monitor one's cognitive activities, the elements used in those activities, and the 
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results educed, particularly by applying skills in analysis and evaluation to one's own 

inferential judgments with a view toward questioning, confirming, validating, or 

correcting either one's reasoning or one's ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎέ όFacione, 1990, p.10).  

 

Applying theories of self-regulation such as the work of Zimmermann (2002) 

Boekaerts and (2010) Pintrich (1990) researchers are exploring the potential of 

eportfolio to support self-regulated learning (Alexiou et al., 2010; Jenson, 2011; 

Lam, 2013; Nguyen, 2015; Stoten, 2016). It is argued that eportfolio may support 

self-regulated learning which could encourage student responsibility for their own 

learning (Dominguez et al., 2014; Morales et al., 2015; Morales et al. 2016; Yang et 

al., 2016). Finally, Lam (2014) argues that portfolio assessment can foster self-

regulated learning. 

 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ self-

regulated learning. In their quantitative study, using an eportfolio based self-

regulated learning model with undergraduate computer science students, Nguyen & 

LƪŜŘŀ όнлмрύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

self-regulated learning skills, specifically goal orientation, metacognitive and effort 

self-regulation and critical thinking improved after applying the eportfolio based 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƳƻŘǳƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ {ǘƻǘŜƴΩǎ όнлмсύ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

examined the use of PebblePad+ (an eportfolio platform) as a developmental tool 

for facilitating self-regulated learning and reflection on professional practice, found 

that Pebblepad+ is an effective tool for promoting independent and self-regulated 

learning which can empower student control over the learning process. Alexiou & 

tŀǊŀǎƪŜǾŀǎΩ όнлмлΣ ǇΦолроύ ƳƛȄŜŘ ƳŜǘƘod study explored the potential of eportfolio 

to support self-regulated learning among undergraduate computer science 
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students, ŦƻǳƴŘ άhigher levels of motivational and affective factors across all phases 

of self-regulated learning and eportfolio implementŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  

 

Combining eportfolio assignments with focused in-class discussions was found to be 

an effective and impactful approach for undergraduate English students. Jenson 

(2011) found that this instructional approach increased the reflective depth in 

studŜƴǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ self-regulation. 

For postgraduate business students eportfolio based learning had a positive impact 

on their self-regulation and autonomy, but this was heavily dependent on the 

scaffolding and support of the instructor at the early stages of eportfolio 

development (Dominguez et al. 2014; Morales et al. 2016). Focusing on the goal 

orientation component of self-regulation, Cheng & Chau (2013) found that the 

eportfolio use fostered ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ reflective skills by emphasizing both the process of 

learning through mastery oriented goals and the product of learning through 

performance oriented goals.  

 

Finally, Yang et al. (2016) found that implementing eportfolio based learning which 

encourages self-regulation can be challenging and can lack authenticity for students 

if the eportfolio are not central to the assessment design and don't provide 

students with meaningful tasks which support student autonomy.  

 

The next section explores a further element of critical thinking in relation to 

eportfolio based learning which is metacognition.  
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3.25 METACOGNITION 
 

Recent eportfolio research explores the relationship between eportfolio practice 

and the development of metacognitive skills among students. These studies are 

ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ CƭŀǾŜƭƭΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƳŜǘŀŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ 

of their learning and thinking processes as well as the ability to monitor, assess, 

control and change those processesέ όCƭŀǾŜƭƭΣмфтфΣ ǇΦфлс). Yancey (2009) argues 

that when eportfolio are focused on process rather than product solely, they can 

promote metacognition. 

 

{ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ¸ŀƴŎŜȅΩǎ όнллфύ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ .ƻƪǎŜǊ Ŝǘ 

al.Ωǎ (2016) study aimed to identify and assess metacognition in eportfolio across 

varied student populations and disciplines. They found that metacognition could be 

recognised across student eportfolio in different contexts and in eportfolio with 

differing purposes. They found evidence of metacognition in approximately 20% of 

the sample eportfolio (Bokser et al., 2016, p.38). Further evidence of the impact of 

developmental eportfolio on ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ metacognitive skills is presented in Bowman 

et al. (2016) study which examined the impact of the use of eportfolio on students 

studying a first year writing programme metacognitive skills. The findings indicate 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ŀƴ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ άƘŜƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ 

metacognition in relation to connections to learning and connections to career or 

personal goŀƭǎέ όBowman et al., 2016, p.1). Further, researchers have found that 

eportfolio practice has an impact on ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ metacognitive skills, goal orientation, 

student engagement and enjoyment of their course (Gencel, 2017; Haave 2016; 

Huang et. al., 2015). 
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There are coherent theoretical arguments that support the use of eportfolios to 

develop critical thinking skills, however there are no empirical studies which have 

investigated the impact of eportfolio practice on critical thinking skill development. 

There are empirical studies which examine the impact of eportfolio practice on 

elements of critical thinking such as self-regulation, metacognition and integration, 

but no empirical studies examine every component skill of critical thinking in 

relation to eportfolio based learning. Therefore, there are clear and significant gaps 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ .Ǌȅŀƴǘ ϧ /ƘƛǘǘǳƳΩǎ 

(2013, p.195) influential systematic review of eportfolio effectiveness, they argue 

ǘƘŀǘ άŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ŜǾƛdence for the adoption of eportfolio grounded in learning theory, 

becomes increasingly important as the use continues to growέ.  

 

Having established clear gaps in the literature on eportfolio and critical thinking, the 

next section explores the impact of subject discipline on learning with an eportfolio. 

The previous chapter set out the theoretical model for critical thinking for this 

study. A key element of the theoretical model for critical thinking is that it is 

strongly rooted within the discipline context. This next section critically examines 

the impact of subject discipline on eportfolio based in learning. 

 

3.26 HOW DOES THE SUBJECT DISCIPLINE IMPACT ON LEARNING WITH AN 

EPORTFOLIO? 
 

There are very few studies examining the relationship between subject discipline 

and eportfolio based learning, and this gap in the literature was identified by Bryant 

& Chittum (2013, p.196) in their systematic review of eportfolio literature and who 

ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ 

appropriateness of eportfolio especially as colleges and universities implement 
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system-ǿƛŘŜ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊŜǎƘƳŀƴΦέ  Many of studies 

state the subject discipline as a contextual point, such as nursing, medicine, general 

education, teacher education, music, engineering, chemistry education, teaching 

English as a foreign language, history, social work, business (Bahreini et. al. 2013; 

Buckley et al., 2009; Cheng & Chau, 2013; Gencel, 2017; Haave, 2016; Morales et. al. 

2016; Ntuli et. al., 2009).  However very few investigate the relationship between 

the subject discipline and how the discipline shaped student learning with an 

eportfolio. This is a significant deficit in the eportfolio literature as one of the key 

learning theories that underpins eportfolio based learning is situated learning 

theory (Batson, 2011). Therefore, the context and culture of a subject discipline is 

fundamental to eportfolio based learning. 

 

This section discusses the sparse literature which examines the interaction between 

subject discipline and eportfolio based learning. Turns, Sattler, Eliot, Kilgore, 

Mobrand (2012) in relation to engineering education argue that eportfolio in 

specific disciplines align with the characteristics of discipline, the student population 

and nature of knowledge of within the discipline. Birks, Hartin, Woods, Emmanuel, 

Hitchins (2016) argue that the subject discipline has an impact on the success of 

implementing an eportfolio and that implementing eportfolio in the health sciences 

has proven difficult. Whereas as Wutherick & Dickinson (2015) argue that 

disciplines such as fine arts, writing and design might suit eportfolio better. This is 

because those disciplines had a tradition of paper portfolios which made them 

more positively inclined to eportfolio.  

 

From these three articles on discipline and eportfolio based learning, two elements 

are salient to this study. Firstly, eportfolio learning aligns with the characteristics of 
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the discipline and secondly the disciplinary conception of the nature of knowledge 

impacts on the nature of learning with an eportfolio.  

 

Having considered the impact of subject discipline on eportfolio based learning 

generally, the next section focuses specifically on the discipline of sociology. As, this 

case study is investigating the experiences of online distance learners studying a 

sociology module. Therefore, the discipline context of sociology is an important 

context in this case study.  

3.27 ARE THERE SOCIOLOGY DISCIPLINE SPECIFIC EPORTFOLIO PRACTICES? 
 

Despite being increasingly common in the humanities in higher education, 

eportfolio have received little attention by researchers in the area of teaching and 

learning sociology (Johnson, Renzulli, Bunch, Paino, 2013). There are no journal 

articles which examine eportfolio practice within the discipline context of sociology 

at higher education level and only three journal articles which investigate the use 

portfolio assessment within the context of sociology. Clearly this is a significant gap 

in the eportfolio literature, which this study addresses. In the absence of research 

on eportfolio in the sociology discipline context, this section outlines the sparse 

literature related to portfolio assessment in higher education sociology, which is not 

empirical research but rather descriptive practitioner case studies.  

 

Trepagnier (2004) introduced a portfolio assessment for an undergraduate module 

on sociological thought, which had the objective of student demonstrating their 

understanding of the sociological theories and concepts under the assumption that 

the application of concepts by students increases their understanding of theory. 

Based on the student evaluations, she found that student writing improved, their 
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understanding of social theory was more comprehensive, and they began to feel 

active in their own learning process (Trepagnier, 2004). 

 

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ¢ǊŜǇŀƎƴƛŜǊΩǎ όнллпύ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ wŜƴȊǳƭƭƛΣ 

Bunch, Paino (2013) introduced a portfolio task into three undergraduate sociology 

courses in the University of Georgia. The primary aim of introducing the portfolio 

was to give students a hands on opportunity to work with concepts from the 

course, discuss the concepts with peers, and creatively present their work. The 

secondary aim was to encourage students to act like sociologists in order to develop 

their sociological perspective and to encourage their identification as sociologists 

(Johnson et. al. 2013). Their findings indicated that the portfolio was associated 

with increased sociological thinking and identity as a sociologist (Johnson et. al. 

2013). 

 

Finally, Clarke & Hornyak (2012) shifted assessment from essays to portfolio in an 

undergraduate introduction to sociology course, they found that students 

demonstrated increased understanding, in terms of being better able to 

conceptualise, acquire and apply knowledge through visuals and real world 

experience.  

 

From the point of view of the current study, three elements from the above studies 

on portfolios in a sociology context are of relevance; firstly, it would seem that 

portfolio based assessments can encourage sociological thinking, secondly, 

portfolios can encourage the development of identity as a sociologist, thirdly, 

portfolios in the context of sociology can aid the comprehension of theory. This 

poses the question then of how will these features translate to an eportfolio in the 

discipline context of sociology? 
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3.28 EPORTFOLIO THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

This case study is bounded by two interlinked theoretical frameworks. The 

conception of eportfolio in this case study brings together three distinct theoretical 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΤ ½ǳōƛȊŀǊǊŜǘŀΩǎ ό2008) learning portfolio, Chen & 

.ƭŀŎƪΩǎ όнлмнύ Ŧƻƭƛƻ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ όнлмтύ /ŀǘŀƭȅǎǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ 

ƘƛƎƘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ ½ǳōƛȊŀǊǊŜǘŀΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ 

relationship between eportfolio and critical thinking. Of particular relevance, are 

ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ½ǳōƛȊŀǊǊŜǘŀΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎ ƳŜǊƛǘ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

involving students in the power of reflection, the critically challenging act of 

thinking about their learning and constructing a sense of the learning experience as 

ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘΣ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ ό½ǳōƛȊŀǊǊŜǘŀΣ нллуΣ ǇΦȄȄύΦ /ƘŜƴ ϧ 

.ƭŀŎƪΩǎ Ŧƻƭƛƻ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ άǇŜŘagogical 

approach that focuses on designing structured opportunities for students to create 

ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎέ ό/ƘŜƴ ϧ .ƭŀŎƪΣ нлмлΣ ǇΦнύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

focus on eportfolio practice and pedagogy rather than technology is a fundamental 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ōȅ 9ȅƴƻƴ ϧ DŀƳōƛƴƻΩǎ 

Catalyst framework for high impact eportfolio practice. The Catalyst Framework 

provides a much needed evidence-based approach to eportfolio practice, the 

features of the framework of particular relevance to this case study are the three 

design principles of inquiry, reflection and integration and the strong focus on 

pedagogy (Eynon & Gambino, 2017). 
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In summary, the model of eportfolio based learning for this case study is that the 

process of eportfolio based learning can be transformative, personal and 

empowering for learners. (See figure 20 below). 

 

 

 

Figure 20 Learning portfolio practice model 

 

These interlinked theoretical frameworks for eportfolio practice and critical thinking 

form the theoretical foundations for this study and form a theoretical framework 

for learning portfolio practice called critical folio thinking (Farrell, 2018). The critical 

folio thinking framework conceptualises effective learning portfolio practice as 

comprising of four elements: the process of learning, critical thinking skills, 
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reflection and discipline context. The process of learning portfolio practice can be 

transformative, personal and empowering for students. Effective learning portfolio 

practice can stimulate critical thinking, provide space for students to experiment 

and reflect on their learning journeys. Reflective writing is the medium which 

facilitates learning portfolio practice. The developmental process of learning 

portfolio practice can be authentic, promote deep learning and should be grounded 

in a disciplinary context (see Figure 21 below). 

 

 

Figure 21 Critical Folio Thinking Framework 

 

3.29 CONCLUSIONS 
 

This chapter has examined the literature surrounding eportfolio definitions, practice 

and purpose in the contexts of higher education, Ireland, online distance learning 

and the discipline of sociology. This analysis has highlighted that eportfolio is a 

poorly defined concept in the literature, the majority of the definitions are 

technocentric, focusing on the tool rather than the affordances of the tool for 
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learning. The definitions emphasize the outcome of creating an eportfolio and do 

not emphasise the transformative and empowering developmental learning 

processes that eportfolio enable. It is time to redefine eportfolio in a learning 

oriented manner which focuses on eportfolio based pedagogy and practice.  

 

 

Further, the literature analysis has identified the dearth of empirical research on 

eportfolio and critical thinking. Although there is a clear gap in the literature, this 

chapter found clear theoretical links between developmental process focused 

eportfolio and the development of critical thinking skills. These links form an 

important theoretical foundation to the interlinked framework for critical thinking 

and learning portfolio practice called critical folio thinking, which was outlined in 

chapter 1 and in the critical literature review in chapter 2. Thus, the chapter 

concludes with the eportfolio theoretical framework for this study, which forms an 

important theoretical foundation for the research project in conjunction with the 

theoretical framework of critical thinking outlined in the previous chapter.  

 

This literature analysis has identified a number of key aspects which inform the 

design of this thesis. These key aspects indicated by the literature are; the 

fundamental role of reflection as a vehicle for expression in an eportfolio, the 

intentional focus on the learning process in developmental portfolios, the 

importance of having articulating the purpose of the eportfolio to students, and the 

critical role of technical support and training for successful eportfolio 

implementation. In addition, the literature indicates that scaffolding student 

reflection through prompts may facilitate self-regulation.  
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Following the detailed analysis of the eportfolio literature in this chapter, this 

analysis shapes the design of the study which follows in chapter five and has led to a 

re-shaping of the research questions for the study. This literature review chapter 

informs the design of eportfolio data generation instrument and the time period for 

data generation, which is detailed in chapter five.  

 

In the next chapter, a synthesis of the current literature on online distance learners 

is presented, in order to flesh out this important context for this case study.  This 

chapter aims to develop a profile of online distance learners, to develop definitions 

of online distance learning and online distance learner for this study, to explore the 

study habits and factors which affect online distance learners learning experiences.  
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4 CHAPTER FOUR WHO ARE ONLINE DISTANCE LEARNERS? 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter aims to develop a profile of online distance learners by synthesizing the 

current literature. This synthesis of the literature is guided by the following 

questions: 

1. How is online distance learning defined? 

2. Who are online distance learners? 

3. What factors promote successful engagement for online distance learners? 

4. What are the study habits of online distance learners? 

4.2 ONLINE, DISTANCE, BLENDED LEARNING: CONTEXT AND DEFINITIONS  
 

Online and distance education are the fastest growing areas of education 

worldwide, and this is because they provide access to educational opportunities in a 

flexible manner to students from diverse backgrounds and geographical regions 

who often can't access higher education by other means (Delaney & Fox, 2013; 

Simpson, 2012). In the U.S., a recent report by Babson Survey Research found that 

32% of all American college students (which is over 6 million students) were 

studying at least one course through distance education (Seaman, Allen, Seaman, 

2018). In Australia, 31.5% of students are studying off campus (Universities 

Australia, 2017). However, this trend is not mirrored in the Irish context, the most 

recent figures compiled by the Irish Higher Education Authority (HEA, 2016) reveal 

that only 3% of enrolments are studying remotely and only 17% studying part time. 

Brown (2017) argues that the reason for the low participation rates in online 

distance education and part-time modes of study in Ireland are due to the current 
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restrictive funding model which does not financially support these study modes. 

Further, the current absence of funding for part-time and online distance modes is 

at odds with the stated national education policy which has the aim of increasing 

the participation rates of part time and flexible learners (Brown, 2017; Flannery & 

McGarr, 2014; HEA, 2015). In Ireland, this cohort of students is defined by the HEA 

όнлмрύ ŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ άǇŀǊǘ-time/flexible participation in higher education is 

defined as participation on a programme of less than 60 credits per academic yearέ 

(p. 36). The profile of this cohort of students in Ireland is that they tend to be older 

and from lower socio-economic backgrounds and from one of two educational 

backgrounds; already educated and upskilling, or second chance learners, possibly 

from marginalised populations who have been previously excluded from higher 

education or have delayed participation (Brunton, et al., 2015; Delaney & Farren, 

2016; Flannery & McGarr, 2014). 

 

Within this context, one of the problems is a lack of consistency in the terminology 

and definitions for online learning, distance learning and blended learning in both 

policy texts, professional and research literature. The key point is all three of the 

aforementioned terms are contestable (Moore, Dickenson-Deane, Gaylen, 2011). 

For some, online learning is a new generation of distance education which stems 

from the same principles and it is viewed by others as a subset of distance 

education (Harasim, 2017; Foley, McCabe & Gonzales-Flores, 2017; Siemens, 

Gavsvic, Dawson, 2015). Other theorists such as Garrison and Anderson (2011) view 

online learning as distinct to distance education in its pedagogy, approaches to 

learning and content delivery. All three modes of delivery: online, distance and 

blended learning arguably share similar constructivist pedagogical underpinnings, 

until more recent shifts towards connectivism and collaborativism which are 
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emerging (Andersen & Dron, 2011; Harasim, 2017; Warring, 2013). In fact, Selwyn 

(2011) argues that the change from distance learning to online learning and the role 

of technology in this transformation has radically altered the pedagogy and student 

experience of being an online or distance learner (Selwyn, 2011). This section 

outlines and critiques the definitions of online, blended and distance learning from 

the literature and aims to construct an operational definition for this present study.  

 

Distance education or distance learning has a long history dating back two hundred 

years with the aim of providing access to education to those who were 

geographically distant (Moore et. al., 2011; Simpson, 2012; Siemens et. al., 2015). 

The nature of distance education has evolved with the affordances of the 

technology of the time, evolving from correspondence to teleconferencing to 

harnessing online technologies (Siemens et. al. 2015). Three common definitions of 

distance education are: 

1. ά¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ ŀ 

different place from learning, requiring communication through 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ όaƻƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ 

Kearsley, 2004, p. 2).  

2. ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜǎ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ more technologies to deliver instruction to 

students who are separated from the instructor and to support regular and 

substantive interaction between the students and the instructor 

synchronously or asynchronouslyέ ό{ŜŀƳŀƴΣ !ƭƭŜƴΣ {ŜŀƳŀƴΣ нлму, p.5). 

3. ά5ƛǎǘance education is teaching and planned learning where the teaching 

occurs in a different place from learning, requiring communication through 
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ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ ό{ƛŜƳŜƴǎ ŜǘΦ ŀƭΦ нлмр, p. 

42).  

The definitions share two common attributes: geographic separation or off-campus 

student engagement and the use of technology to enable learning.  These 

conceptions of distance education while relevant to this study do not match the 

course profile of this study adequately.  Although, the BA in Humanities which 

provided the context of this case study, began as a distance education course, 

following the correspondence model, the course has evolved over time. Since 2006, 

the BA in Humanities began evolving from a distance learning mode to a blended 

online delivery, by using the virtual learning environment (VLE) Web CT in 

combination with the previous mode of printed self-study course content and a 

small number of face to face tutorials. From 2011 to present day, the mode of 

delivery further evolved from distance to online by introducing some synchronous 

live online tutorials and by delivering the course content electronically on the VLE 

called Loop (Delaney, 2017).  

 

As the distance education definitions do not fit the course profile, the definitions of 

blended learning are now examined. Drawing on the affordance of educational 

technology, blended learning involves combining traditional campus based face to 

face teaching with technology enhanced experiences which are typically online. 

There is a diversity of definitions of blended learning, Allen & Seaman (2007, p.5) 

ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ άол ǘƻ тф҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ ! ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

blends online and face-to-face delivery. Substantial proportion of the content is 

delivered online, typically uses online discussions, and typically has some face-to 

ŦŀŎŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ {ƛŜƳŜƴǎ ŜǘΦ ŀƭΦ όнлмр, 

p.61ύ ǘƘŀǘ άōƭŜƴŘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ όƻǊ ōƭŜƴŘύ 
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traditional face-to-ŦŀŎŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέΦ .ȅ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ {ŜƴŜǊ όнлмрύ 

differentiates between two types of blended course: a blended classroom course 

where most of activity is done in face to face classes and a blended online/hybrid 

course where most of the activity takes place online. From the point of view of this 

ǎǘǳŘȅΣ {ŜƴŜǊΩǎ όнлмрύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƻǊ ƘȅōǊƛŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ άƳƻǎǘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

activity is done online, but there are some required face-to-face instructional 

activities, such as lectures, discussions, labs, or other in-ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦέ 

is the definition that most accurately describes the mode of delivery of the BA in 

IǳƳŀƴƛǘƛŜǎΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άōƭŜƴŘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

perceived to be linked to a heavy emphasis on campus based classes, which is not 

compatible with the course profile of the present study. 

Online learning dates back to the 1970s and its development is linked with the 

evolution of the internet (Harasim, 2017). Similar to the contested definitions of 

distance learning and blended learning, there is a lack of an agreed definition of 

online learning (Siemens et. al 2015, Moore 2011, Ally 2008). Four common 

definitions of online learning are:  

¶  ά! ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ ¢ȅǇƛŎŀƭƭy 

have no face-to-face meetingsέ ό!ƭƭŜƴΣ {ŜŀƳŀƴΣ DŀǊǊŜǘǘΣ нллтΣ ǇΦрύ. 

¶ άhƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜǎ 

the learning process, teaching is delivered completely using the Internet, 

and students and instructors are not required to be available at the same 

time and placeέ ό{ƛŜƳŜƴǎΣ DŀǾǎǾƛŎΣ 5ŀǿǎƻƴ нлмрΣ ǇΦмллύ. 

¶ ά!ƭƭ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΤ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦŀŎŜ-to-face 

sessions within the course and no requirements for on-campus activityέ 

(Sener, 2015). 
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¶ άhnline learning as the use of the Internet to access learning materials; to 

interact with the content, instructor, and other learners; and to obtain 

support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to 

construct personal meaning, and to grow from the learning experienceέ 

(Ally, 2008, p.16). 

These four definitions share two common ideas; that all learning takes place online 

and the course has no face to face classes. Nevertheless, these conceptions of 

online learning while relevant to this study do not match the course profile of this 

study sufficiently. Therefore, the next section discusses a more appropriate 

definition for this study.  

 

4.3 ONLINE DISTANCE LEARNING: TOWARDS A DEFINITION 
 

The previous sections reviewed and critiqued the most common definitions of 

online, blended and distance learning and showed that there is no singularly agreed 

understanding of these terms. None of the definitions quite fit the course profile at 

the centre of this study, which is now discussed in relation to the above definitions. 

This case study relates to the undergraduate Humanities Programmes offered by 

Open Education, which includes two qualifications: The Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in 

Humanities and the Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in Humanities (Psychology Major). The 

Humanities programmes are modular degrees designed for part time adult 

learners.  At the beginning of the academic year, students are provided with access 

to self-study learning materials, resources, activities, online classroom, discussion 

fora on their module page on the university virtual learning environment called 

Loop. Students are supported academically through a variety of means: a personal 

tutor, the humanities programme team and the university student supports. 
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Students are also supported in online discussion forums, which is the key medium 

through which students communicate with their tutor and fellow students. Each 

module has a combination of face to face and online tutorials, there is typically two 

face to face tutorials on Saturdays on campus and seven online tutorials on week 

day evenings which results in fifteen hours of tutorials per module. Tutorials are 

activity-based sessions where tutors facilitate the discussion of the material 

students have been studying. 

  

As the existing definitions of online, blended and distance learning do not fit the 

ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ 

ŀƴŘ άƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊέ ŀǊŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ and bring together the attributes of 

geographic separation or off-campus student engagement from the distance 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ {ŜƴŜǊΩǎ όнлмрύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƻǊ ƘȅōǊƛŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

ǿƘŜǊŜ άƳƻǎǘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜquired face-to-

face instructional activities, such as lectures, discussions, labs, or other in-person 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

study is they avoid the problematic term blended learning and incorporates the 

ǘŜǊƳ άƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ ŦǊƻƳ 9Ǿŀƴǎ ϧ IŀǳƎƘŜȅ όнлмпύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

context of this study the following definitions are adopted for the purpose of this 

research: 

1.  Online distance learning is a course where the majority of the learning is 

online, the students are based off campus but may engage in a small 

number of face to face classes.  

2. An online distance learner is a part time adult learner based off campus, 

studying on a course where the majority of the learning is online, but may 

engage in a small number of face to face classes.  
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This section has developed a definition of online distance learning for the purpose 

of this study. The next sections examine the literature on factors which affect online 

ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƘŀōƛǘǎΦ  

4.4 FACTORS THAT AFFECT ONLINE DISTANCE STUDENT EXPERIENCES 
 

Online distance learning degrees have lower rates of retention and graduation than 

full time campus based undergraduate courses (Brunton et. al., 2016). There are a 

number of factors reported in the literature which affect online distance learning 

student experiences and retention, which are: time management skills, the ability to 

balance work, family with study, autonomy, community, sense of belonging, 

motivation, course design, and support structures at institutional, programme and 

teacher levels (Blackmon & Major, 2012; Brown, Hughes, Keppell, Hard, Smith, 

2015; Buck, 2016; Holder, 2007; Sun, 2014; Veletsianos, 2012; Yang, 2017; 

Zembylas, Theodorou, Pavlakis, 2008). These factors shape online distance student 

identity within context of the course, the institution and in relation to their peers 

and teachers, see figure 21 below (Baxter 2012). 
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Figure 22 Student online identity (Baxter, 2012) 

 

Students with more developed time management skills are more likely to continue 

on an online course (Holder, 2007). This involves establishing a sustainable study 

routine which can adapt and account for problems (Brown et. al. 2015). In addition 

to time management, strong organisational skills and the ability to keep on task are 

key to being a successful online distance learner (Buck, 2016). However, many 

online distance students struggle to follow a regular study schedule due to the 

challenges of balancing work, family and study (Brown et. al., 2015; Blackmon & 

Major, 2012; Buck, 2016; Darmody & Fleming, 2009; Sun, 2014; Zemblyas et.al. 

2008). Trying to fulfil multiple roles and juggle professional, family, social life, and 

study can cause online distance students to feel considerable stress (Brown et. al., 

2015; Zembylas et. al. 2008).  
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Being an online distance learner involves greater autonomy than traditional campus 

based higher education (Comer, Lenaghan, Sengupta 2015). Online distance 

students have to be able to work independently and there is an increased need for 

self-regulation and self-discipline to meet the course requirements (Thompson, 

Miller, Franz, 2013). This greater need for autonomy can cause frustration, 

confusion and discomfort in some online distance learners όhΩ{ƘŜŀΣ {ǘƻƴŜΣ 

Delahunty 2015). 

 

Feeling that they belong to a community of learners has a significant impact on the 

learning experiences of online distance students (Buck, 2016; Delahunty, 2012; 

hΩ{ƘŜŀΣ {ǘƻƴŜΣ 5ŜƭŀƘǳƴǘȅ, 2015; Yang, 2017; Veletsianos, 2012). According to Baker 

όнлмлύ άǿƘŜƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎΣ ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘes, and the program, 

their experience is more positive, which helps them stay in the programέ όŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

Yang, 2017, p.24). The two factors that can support the development of a sense of 

community and belonging in students are establishing social presence and high 

levels of interaction in the course (Anderson & Elloumi, 2008; Buck, 2016; 

Veletsianos, 2012). Developing social presence in the course gives students a 

greater sense of connection to each other, the teacher and the course (Veletsianos, 

2012). Social presence has been defined by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000, 

ǇΦуфύ ŀǎ άǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

Interaction and social presence can be promoted through course design which 

promotes active communication between students and instructors using 

asynchronous discussion forums and synchronous online classes (Buck, 2016; 

Gauvreau, 2016). However, student experiences and perceptions of discussion 

forums is mixed, for some they enabled students to learn from other students from 
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different backgrounds and cultures όhΩ{ƘŜŀΣ {ǘƻƴŜΣ 5ŜƭŀƘǳƴǘȅ нлмрύ. For other 

students, discussion forums were intimidating confusing and unhelpful and they 

actively disliked and avoided their use (Baxter 2012; Selwyn, 2011). 

 

Community can also be fostered through informal student interaction such as social 

media, study groups, and email (Andrews & Tynan, 2012; hΩ{ƘŜŀΣ {ǘƻƴŜΣ 5ŜƭŀƘǳƴǘȅ, 

2015). In a study conducted by Andrews & Tynan (2012) informal student networks 

were most beneficial for participants in terms of sense of community. Informal 

student networks can enable online distance students to form positive social 

relationships and close ties with fellow students (Zembylas et.al., 2008). The 

emphasis in the literature on building community is in response to the feelings of 

isolation often experienced by online distance learners (Barbera, 2009; Bolliger & 

Shepherd, 2010; Shaw & Polovina, 1999). Fostering a strong sense of community 

among students in online courses and establishing social presence can decrease 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ feelings of isolation and disconnection (DiRamio & Wolverton, 2006; 

Phirangee & Malec, 2017). 

 

Online distance students are commonly motivated to study for three distinct 

reasons: by the prospect of career progression, having missed out on higher 

education previously and self-development (Brown et. al. 2015). Motivation is a key 

predictor of ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ability to succeed in an online programme, students with a 

clear goal for study are more likely to persist to graduation (Buck 2016). Further, 

hΩ{ƘŜŀ ŜǘΦ ŀƭΦ όнлмрύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 

were assignments, receiving good marks in assignments provided them with 

evidence to support their decision to study.  
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In Ireland, higher education institutional supports such as library, career advice, 

learning support, administration and counselling services are heavily focused on full 

time on campus students. This means that part time and off campus students have 

reduced access or sometime no access to vital university supports (Delaney & 

Farren, 2016; HEA 2012). This can lead to online distance students feeling less 

integrated and engaged into the higher education institution and feeling that they 

are a lower priority than campus based students (I9!Σ нлмнΤ ¸ŀƴƎ нлмтΤ hΩ{ƘŜŀ ŜǘΦ 

al. 2015). Clearly, this is an issue of equality, and if Irish higher education 

institutions want to increase the provision of online distance learning in line with 

the national strategy for higher education, changing the model of support for all 

students is a necessity.  

 

This section has examined the literature on the factors affecting online distance 

students studying successfully. The next section focuses more closely on the 

learning experiences and study habits of online distance learners. 

 

4.5 THE STUDY HABITS OF ONLINE DISTANCE LEARNERS 
 

Although they are studying online, the study habits of online distance students 

follow traditional study activities such as reading, note taking and writing 

assignments and are similar to campus based students (Cakiroglu, 2014; Orton-

Johnson, 2007). There are number of key study habits which contribute to 

successful study online; organisation, taking responsibility of learning, creating a 

positive study environment, time management and effective note taking, reading 
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and assignment writing strategies (Andrews & Tynan, 2012; Ashby, 2004; Brown et. 

al. 2015; Buck, 2016; Watkins, Corry, Dardick, Stella, 2015).  

 

Creating a positive study environment with a dedicated and quiet study space is an 

important organisational aspect for online distance students (Ashby, 2004; Buck, 

2016; Cakiroglu, 2014). A further organisational aspect is the necessity to plan and 

structure their study around their other responsibilities effectively (Ashby, 2004). 

This can result in unusual study patterns which are highly individual such as studying 

late at night or early in the morning (Andrews & Tynan, 2012; Buck, 2016). In a 

study conducted by Andrews & Tynan (2012), they found that online distance 

learners were very resourceful at fitting study into their busy lives.  

 

One major point of difference from campus based study, is that much of online 

distance students learning takes place outside of the ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ view as they typically 

have on demand access to the learning resources of the course (Watkins, Corry, 

Dardick, Stella, 2015). In spite of this difference, there are some empirical studies 

which investigated the study habits of online distance learners. In a study of new 

online distance learners in Australia, Brown et al. (2015) identified three study 

approaches in the cohort: active-strategic, active-deep and passive-surface. Active-

strategic online distance learners were task oriented, thorough, effective at 

managing and planning for study and spent a lot of time working on assignments. 

Active-deep learners were motivated by self-development and passive-surface 

learners lacked independence, had unrealistic expectations of higher education in 

addition to no previous experiences of university (Brown et al. 2015). These study 

approaches are a useful addition to the literature on the study habits of online 

distance learners.  
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Effective note taking is an important self-regulatory skill which is one of the most 

common activities in a face to face class, but is equally important for online distance 

learners (Watkins et. al., 2015; Cakiroglu, 2014;). However, Watkins et. al. (2015) 

found that online students were less likely to take notes if they had not been 

prompted unlike in face to face classes where students spontaneously take notes.  

 

 For some students learning how to use the technology that is necessary to learn 

effectively online is a struggle (.Ǌƻǿƴ ŜǘΦ ŀƭΦ нлмрΤ hΩ{ƘŜŀ ŜǘΦ ŀƭΦ, 2015). Other 

students are comfortable in the online environment and are increasingly using 

online resources such as videos, open educational resources, and wikis to aid their 

comprehension of course content (Henderson, Selwyn, Finger, Aston, 2015). In a 

study of student perceptions of digital technology in Australian universities, 

Henderson et. al. (2015, p.1567) found that students found the most useful and 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ άǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜ-watching video 

lectures, and preferring to look at diagrams, animations and images as opposed to 

ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƻǊ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ǿƻǊŘέΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ aƛǘǊŀΣ [Ŝǿƛƴ-Jones, Barrett, 

Williamson (2010) found that students were using video to better understand and 

clarify key concepts and course topics. This points to the significant growth in the 

integration of video content in online courses and in education more broadly 

(Kaltura, 2017).  
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4.6 CONCLUSIONS 
 

This chapter has developed a profile of online distance learners by examining the 

key concepts, contexts and literature which resulted in an operational definition of 

online distance learning and the online distance learner for the present study. 

Further the chapter examined the factors that promote successful online distance 

learning and the study habits of online distance learners.  

 

Finding appropriate definitions in the literature for online distance learning and 

online distance learner proved to be very challenging. There was a lack of 

consistency in the terminology and definitions for online learning, distance learning 

and blended learning in the literature and similar to the definitions of eportfolio and 

critical thinking, they were highly contested. None of the definitions quite fit the 

course profile at the centre of this study, therefore the operational definition for 

online distance learner and online distance learning discussed above were 

developed. 

It is clear from reviewing the literature related online distance student learning 

experiences that they face very different challenges to campus based traditional 

students such as time management, balancing life commitments and developing a 

sense of belonging. Although online distance learners are studying online, their 

study habits follow traditional study activities, however they require greater 

autonomy and organisation skills as their learning is largely independent.  

 

As online distance learners are the participant cohort of this study, this chapter 

provides an important contextual background on this group of non-traditional adult 
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learners. Further, this literature analysis informed the design of the study which is 

detailed in chapter five. In the next chapter, the research design, methodology and 

method are outlined. Chapter five builds upon and is shaped by the previous three 

chapters which analysed the literature on eportfolio, critical thinking and online 

distance learners and have informed the design of this research project.  
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5 CHAPTER FIVE RESEARCH DESIGN, METHODOLOGY AND 

METHODS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter details the research design and methodological framework for this 

study. The chapter outlines the aims of the study, research questions, the research 

paradigm, data generation design and process, data analysis and concludes with the 

role of ethics in this research project.  

5.2 AIMS OF THE STUDY 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the nature of the learning experience with 

an eportfolio and its impact on the development of critical thinking skills for online 

distance learners at Open Education, DCU. The study focuses on the case of the 

learner experience of using an eportfolio and the process of developing critical 

thinking. 

5.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

The principle area of investigation in this study is the interaction between critical 

thinking and learning with an eportfolio among higher education part time online 

distance learners.  

The formulation of the research questions for the study was an iterative process 

which evolved over the life cycle of the doctoral study. The refining and reshaping 

of the research questions was informed by the detailed analysis of the literature on 

critical thinking, eportfolios and online distance learning in the previous chapters 

and by the case study context. 
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The early research questions for the study were: 

1. How can eportfolios enhance the nature of the learning experience and the 

development of criticality among flexible learners? 

2. How can eportfolios be used to enhance criticality in learning? 

3. Is it the process of reflection that improves the criticality or is it the medium 

- the eportfolio? 

4. What is the nature of the learning experience when students are interacting 

with the eportfolio technology? 

These research questions were refined over time into the final research question for 

the study: 

Can eportfolios enhance the nature of the learning experience and the development 

of critical thinking among online distance learners? 

 

Further, the research question can be considered as two interlinked parts: 

¶ Part 1: Can eportfolio enhance the nature of the learning experience among 

online distance learners? 

¶ Part 2: Can eportfolio enhance the development of critical thinking among 

online distance learners? 

5.4 RATIONALE FOR THIS STUDY 
 
This study set out to explore whether eportfolio practice might enable students to 

develop critical thinking skills and enhance their learning experiences in higher 

education. This research topic is important because as established in chapter two, 

developing university students who can think critically is a widely recognised but 

unfulfilled goal of higher education (Dunne 2015; Facione 1990; Ennis 2016; 

Willingham, 2007). Further, as discussed in chapter 3, the eportfolio literature 
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indicates that eportfolio based learning may enable students to develop critical 

thinking skills.  This research topic is important because very little is known about 

the impact of eportfolio practice on critical thinking development, which is a key 

finding from the analysis of the eportfolio literature in chapter 3 of this study. This 

thesis directly addresses the clear gap in the eportfolio research in relation to 

critical thinking. 

 

 

5.5 PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS 
 

This section outlines the philosophical underpinnings of this study, this study is 

shaped by my (the researcher) worldview which influenced my approach to this 

research study and guided my enquiry (Creswell, 2007). This research study is 

qualitative in nature and grounded in the constructivist paradigm (Bryman 2008, 

Braun & Clarke, 2013).  The constructivist paradigm stems from hermeneutics and 

emphasises the study of interpretive understanding of meaning (Mertens, 2015). 

Constructivist research is defined by Mertens (2015, p.17) as being guided by the 

ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ άǘƘŀǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

research process and that researchers should attempt to understand the complex 

world of lived experience from the point oŦ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛǘέΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ 

with positivist research conceptions of one reality, constructivist holds that there 

are multiple realities of reality which are socially constructed (Mertens, 2015). 

Qualitative research is inherently subjective and does not strive for the objectivity 

characteristic of positivist research. The constructivist paradigm is compatible with 

this subjectivity in which the researcher engages closely with participants (Creswell, 

2007; Mertens, 2015).  
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The rationale for grounding this study in a constructivist paradigm is for the 

following reasons: this study aimed to explore the nature of the learning experience 

with an eportfolio and its relationship to critical thinking through the multiple 

perspectives, experiences and interpretations of online distance learners. These 

aims are compatible with both the constructivist and pragmatic paradigms however 

the pragmatist conception of ontology as a single reality does not fit with this 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ  

 
This study takes a critical social scientific approach to technology which is congruent 

with a constructivist paradigm. The narratives surrounding technology in higher 

education tend to view educational technology as a panacea or as a disrupter of the 

current system which will cause transformation (Bryant & Chittum, 2013; Farrelly, 

2014; Goodfellow, 2014; Selwyn, 2016). These narratives are also prevalent in the 

eportfolio literature and were thoroughly discussed in chapter three. These 

narratives should be conǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŎŀǳǘƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ {ŜƭǿȅƴΩǎ όнлмсύ 

argument for the need to be sceptical of the claims made about technology in 

education. Therefore, this study adopts a critical social scientific approach to 

educational technology rather than a technological deterministic one which is 

prevalent in the educational technology discourse (Selwyn, 2010). This study argues 

that technology can be an enabler of learning, but it is important to focus on the 

pedagogy and the learning that has been enabled and not on the technological tool. 

It is through this lense, that eportfolio are explored in this research study, with an 

intentional focus on eportfolio practice and pedagogy rather than technology.  

 
Constructivist research is the product of the values of the researcher, whose own 

background shapes interpretation (Mertens, 2015). Therefore, this study is 

interpretive in nature, as I interpret the data and its construct meaning which is 
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shaped by my life experiences. My background is Irish middle class. My parents 

were professionals and attended university, they placed a high value on education 

and both my siblings and I attended university and embarked on professional 

ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎΦ aȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀtion, are the values that 

my husband and I are passing on to our two daughters. In addition, my history 

disciplinary background both as student and as a lecturer has shaped my approach 

to research, consideration of evidence and approach to analysis. Although I was 

afforded privileged access and opportunity to higher education, this is not the case 

for many people. My interest in online distance education and eportfolio began 

initially as a curiosity about the technological aspects of online delivery, but more 

recently my views have developed to consider the issue of equality of access for 

adults to higher education. The current Irish funding model for part time higher 

education is deeply inequitable. 

 

My interest in eportfolios has spanned a ten-year period, I am aware that my 

interest and opinions about the potential positive impacts of eportfolio based 

learning may have an impact on the findings of the study. Therefore, I have strived 

to adopt a critical approach and remain open and inquiring in throughout the 

research process. 

 

 My worldview was shaped by my background and experiences, which in turn has 

shaped this doctoral study. Personal bias based on my background and worldview 

may affect this research project. For this reason, a reflexive approach has been 

taken where great attention is paid to identify, explore and set aside such biases. 
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5.6 DESIGN OF STUDY 
 

Following on from the adoption of a constructivist research perspective, a 

qualitative case study was designed. During the process of designing the study, 

different qualitative strategies were considered and rejected. Ethnography was 

unsuitable as participant observation was not feasible due to the mode of study of 

online distance learning, phenomenology was not suitable as it did not capture the 

developmental aspect of critical thinking and lastly grounded theory was not 

consistent with the exploratory nature of the study (Creswell, 2007; Mertens 2015).  

 
According to Yin (2014, p.2) the case study approach is preferable to other research 

ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ άόмύ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ άƘƻǿέ ŀƴŘ άǿƘȅέ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ όнύ ŀ 

researcher has little or no control over behavioural events (3) the focus of study is a 

contemporary phenomenonέ. Further, Yin (2014) emphasises that research case 

study is situated in its real world context. As learning with an eportfolio was a 

contemporary and complex phenomenon which has been underexplored, the case 

study approach was suitable. Further, the qualitative case study design was 

therefore selected in light of the exploratory nature of study which sought to 

understand and interpret online distance learnersΩ experiences of eportfolio and the 

development of critical thinking and how their rich descriptions constructed a 

complex view of the learning experience in the context of Open Education, DCU 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013; Creswell, 2007). This approach is consistŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ {ǘŀƪŜΩǎ 

(1995, p.16) conceptualising of the aim of qualitative case studiesΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǎŜŜƪ 

greater understanding of the case. We want to appreciate the uniqueness and 

complexity of its ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΦέ  
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In conclusion, in light of the research questions and remaining cognisant of the 

theoretical and methodological approaches of previous research, a case study 

approach with a qualitative methods design was adopted for this research. 

 

5.7 THE CASE STUDY 
 

The study focuses on the case of the learner experience of using an eportfolio and 

the process of developing critical thinking. A case study is defined by Creswell 

όнллтΣ ǇΦтоύ ŀǎ άŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ŀ ōƻǳƴŘŜŘ 

system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-

depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, 

interviews, audio-visual material, and documents and reports), and reports a case 

description and case-based themes. For example, several programs (a multi-site 

study) or a single program (a within-ǎƛǘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅύ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘȅΦέ  

 

 
¦ǎƛƴƎ /ǊŜǎǿŜƭƭΩǎ όнллтύ ŀōƻǾŜ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀŘƻǇted a qualitative approach that 

explored the case of the learner experience of using an eportfolio and the process 

of developing critical thinking over the course of one academic year. The study 

focuses on the case of the learner experience of using an eportfolio and the process 

of developing critical thinking. This exploration involved an examination of two 

sources of information; participant eportfolio entries and interviews. More 

specifically, this study adopted an exploratory holistic single-case design where the 

άƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƛǎ that of the learner experience of 

eportfolio based learning and the process of developing critical thinking (Creswell, 

2007; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014).  
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¢ƘŜ άŎŀǎŜέ ƛǎ ŦǊŀƳŜd by the research question that informed the design of the 

study, data generation instruments and analytical approach (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 

2014,). The case study was bounded by the following theoretical, temporal and 

institutional boundaries. A theoretical boundary is derived from the research 

questions and the two interlinked theoretical frameworks that encompasses 

eportfolio practice and critical thinking skills, which were outlined in chapters two 

and three. In this case study, the conceptualisation of learning portfolio practice is 

that the process of eportfolio based learning is transformative, personal and 

empowering for learners. In addition, the model of critical thinking for this case 

study is that critical thinking is a judgement process which enables decision 

making.  It is encompassed by the skills of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, 

inference, explanation and self-regulation and the dispositions of being systematic, 

judicious, truth seeking, confident in reason, open-minded and analytical. Critical 

thinking is strongly rooted within the discipline context as discussed in chapter two. 

A temporal boundary was defined by the period 2015-2018, which encompassed 

the design, data generation and analysis phases of this study. A further temporal 

boundary was applied to the data generation process which took place over one 

academic year, from September 2016 to June 2017. The rationale for following an 

academic year was that the data generation followed the academic unit of one 

module of study. 

 
Finally, there was an institutional and programme boundary. This was defined 

through the selection of a cohort of online distance learners studying on the BA 

(Hons) Humanities/ BA (Hons) Humanities (Psychology Major) at Open Education, 

DCU. The module setting for the study was an intermediate sociology module called 

Soc3a-Power, Social Order; Crime Deviance, Work and Employment. 
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5.8 DATA SOURCES AND GENERATION 
 

The literature reviews of critical thinking, eportfolios and online distance learning in 

conjunction with the research questions was used to develop the data generation 

instruments. Two sources of evidence were drawn upon for this study; the written, 

Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳǳƭǘƛƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ eportfolio and semi structured 

interviews.  

5.8.1 Eportfolios 

 

Eportfolios were considered as an appropriate data generation method for this 

study as they are a form of participant generated textual and visual data which 

directly captures the thoughts, ideas, meanings of participants from within the 

practice context of the eportfolio (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Lichtman, 2014). As a 

participant generated product, eportfolio as a data generation method could be 

considered similar to a researcher directed diary (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Although 

previous studies (Ayan & Seferoglu 2011, Chau & Cheng 2010) have used this 

approach to data generationΣ ƴƻ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŜǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ŀǎ 

stimulus during interviews 

Participants completed five eportfolio entries over the course of one academic year 

at key points in their learning journey. Eportfolio entries followed a prescribed 

structured template of critical questions which was set by the eportfolio data 

generation ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ 

learning, examples of coursework/class work-written and visual, and stimulus 

questions designed to encourage critical thinking about their learning (See figure 23 

below). 
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1 Reflective learning portfolio entry-1 7th  November 2016 

2 Reflective learning portfolio entry-2 5th December 2016 

3 Reflective learning portfolio entry-3 9th January 2017 

4 Reflective learning portfolio entry-4 20th February 2017 

5 Reflective learning portfolio entry -5 27th March 2017 

Figure 23 Schedule of eportfolio data generation 

 

The participants were interviewed with the written, visual and physical artefacts 

from their eportfolios were used as stimulus during the interviews using a 

technique similar ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ άǇƘƻǘƻ ŜƭƛŎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴέ (Prosser & Loxley, 2008). This 

approach was somewhat similar to a diary-interview method, where diaries are 

used to stimulate and enrich the interview method (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  

5.8.2 Design of the Eportfolio Instrument 

 

The eportfolio data generation instrument was shaped by the research questions, 

the theoretical frameworks for critical thinking and learning portfolio practice. The 

eportfolio data generation instrument or critical questions template was designed 

as a series of eight critical question prompts which guided participants eportfolio 

reflections (See Appendix 1. Eportfolio Data Generation Instrument) The critical 

question prompts were closely aligned with the critical thinking skills from the 

theoretical framework of this study and drew on King (1995) critical thinking 

prompts. In addition to responding to the critical prompts, participants were asked 
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to provide three pieces of evidence of their learning to support their written 

reflection piece and to write a brief rationale for the inclusion of the evidence. 

5.8.3 Interviews 

 

Interviews were seen as an appropriate data generation method for this study as 

they are suited to experience type research questions, and the exploration and 

understanding of ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Linking back to 

the primary research question of the study: Can eportfolios enhance the nature of 

the learning experience and the development of critical thinking among online 

distance learners? It is clear that the exploration of the experience and 

understanding of learners are the fundamental aims of the study, and therefore 

interviewing was an appropriate data generation method to pursue. When 

designing the study, other qualitative data collection methods were considered and 

rejected. Observation was not practical due to the mode of delivery of the course. 

Focus group are concerned with common understanding of an issue, where this 

study was focused on the individual journeys of participants rather than the 

collective. Questionnaires were not detailed or in depth enough and do not enable 

the researcher to become close to participants (Mertons, 2015). A semi-structured 

interview approach was selected as it is more flexible than a structured interview 

but has the safety net of an interview schedule which an unstructured interview 

lacks (Bryman, 2008).  

 

As the case study context was an online distance degree programme, participants 

required flexible modes of participation for the interviews. Participants were 

offered a choice between online or face to face interview. There are some 

drawbacks to online interviewing, as it can be more difficult to develop rapport and 
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detect non-verbal responses, however online interviewing is convenient and 

accessible (Lichtman, 2014). 

 

Two phases of interviews were planned, the first interview was scheduled at the 

midpoint of the study and second interview was scheduled at the end of the study. 

The rationale for having two rounds of interviews was to capture the development 

of critical thinking in participants and to explore their changing and developing 

experiences of learning with an eportfolio. 

 

5.8.4 Design of Interview Schedule 

 

The form of interview designed was semi structured. An interview schedule was 

created which contained twenty-six open-ended questions which were shaped by 

the research questions, the theoretical frameworks for critical thinking and learning 

portfolio practice (See Appendix 2 for Interview Schedule V.1). The interview 

schedule contained questions about demographics, studying Soc3a, learning with an 

eportfolio and critical thinking and the interviews ended with a άwalkthroughέ of 

the participants eportfolio  

 

During the first round of interviews, the first version of the interview protocol 

initially asked general questions about the ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ experiences of using an 

eportfolio, and then later separately an eportfolio walkthrough was conducted. It 

became clear during the first round of interviews, that the participants found it 

difficult to recall the details of their eportfolios without having it open during the 
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general questions, after five interviews, I merged the two elements into one and 

combined the general questions with the eportfolio walkthrough.  

 

During the second round of data collection, the interview protocol was modified 

and slightly more specific questions were utilised, this was due to the insight gained 

through the initial data analysis of the first set of interview data, which merited the 

refining of the interview protocol for the second round of interviews (See Appendix 

3 for Interview Schedule V.2). 

 

 

5.9 DATA GENERATION PROCESS 
 

Data generation in this study occurred in five phases, starting with recruitment, 

followed by participant induction to eportfolio, then concurrent participant 

completion of eportfolio entries and interviews (See figure 24 below). 

Phase Description Time Periods Data Collection 
Tools used 

Recruitment 
phase 

General information 
session 

September 
2016 

Plain Language 
Statement, Consent 
Form 

Phase 1 Briefing and support 
sessions on using the 
eportfolio platform 

September-
November 
2016 

Eportfolio critical 
questions template-
instrument 

Phase 2 Participants completed 
5 eportfolio entries 

October 2016-
March 2017 

Eportfolio critical 
questions template-
instrument 

Phase 3 Interview 1 January 2017 Semi Structured 
interview 

Phase 4 Interview 2 May-June 2017 Semi Structured 
Interview 

Figure 24 Summary of data generation activities 
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5.9.1 Participant Selection & Recruitment 

 

Purposive sampling was used to select participants for the case study.  This was 

based on cases that were deemed to be information rich and which met the criteria 

identified in the research question of the study (Braun & Clarke 2013; Lichtman 

2014). Potential participants were selected based on the following criteria: 

¶ Background information-age, gender, area of origin 

¶ Taking the module Soc3A- Power, Social Order, Crime, Work and 

Employment (Intermediate) module as part of the BA (Hons) in Humanities/ 

BA (Hons) Humanities (Psychology Major) 

¶ Studying on the BA (Hons) Humanities/ BA (Hons) Humanities (Psychology 

Major) 

¶ Online distance learners 

¶ Mature adult learners over the age of 23 

¶ Studying at Open Education, Dublin City University. 

 
I was given granted access to the cohort of Humanities students by the relevant 

institutional gatekeeper for the programme and module, and staff involved in the 

design and teaching of the module agreed to use eportfolios as one of the moduleΩǎ 

learning activities for the academic year 2016/2017. I was not directly involved in 

teaching or assessment on the module but did provide technological support for the 

participantǎΩ eportfolios.  

Thirty-five potential participants that fell within the set boundaries of the case study 

were approached at the start of the academic year in September 2016 and were 

invited to take part in the study. Potential participants were approached during the 

first face to face tutorial session on the 15th of October 2016 for Soc3A Power, Social 

Order, Crime, Work and Employment. Potential participants were given a copy of 
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the plain language statement (See Appendix 4. Plain Language Statement) and if 

they wanted to participate they were invited to complete the informed consent 

form (See Appendix 5. Consent Form). As some potential participants were absent 

from the session, an email was sent to the absent cohort, inviting them to 

participate and including the plain language statement. Following this process, 

twenty-four participants consented to take part in this study. Participant 

recruitment was carried out in accordance with the TCD School of Education ethical 

guidelines, which is further detailed in section 5.11 ethical considerations below.  

 

5.9.2 Data generation process: Eportfolio 

 

The eportfolio platform used for the study was the institutional platform called 

Loop Reflect, a customised Mahara instance. The rationale for using the institutional 

platform was partially convenience as the students had access with no additional 

login details required. There was also an ease of use factor as Loop Reflect was 

integrated into the institutional virtual learning environment (VLE), and this would 

lessen the potential technical difficulties for the participants as they were already 

somewhat familiar with the VLE.  Loop Reflect had the required functionality for the 

study, as a student centred web based platform that enabled easy incorporation of 

text, rich text media, images and files. Finally, as Loop Reflect was the institutional 

platform, limited technical support and basic resources were available to the 

participants (see figure 25 below).  
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       Figure 25 Loop Reflect 

 

For the purposes of the research study, the participants were set up as a separate 

cohort on Loop Reflect, which gave the researcher additional administrator rights 

and enabled the customisation of each participant's eportfolio entry templates for 

the study. Each participant was set up with a pre-set collection of five eportfolio 

entries which included the eportfolio data collection instrument. The eportfolio was 

student owned, and only the researcher and the module tutors could access the 

eportfolio entries. 

 

This study followed eportfolio implementation best practice guidelines by Ring & 

Ramirez (2012) which emphasised front loaded student and staff support, the use 

exemplars and supporting documents. I provided technical support to the student 

cohort and two module tutors. The student support was front loaded with three 

online tutorials on using Loop Reflect being provided, questions were answered on 

the module online discussion forum and by email and phone. A week before each 

eportfolio entry was due an offer of a further support tutorial was posted on the 

discussion forum. For the tutors, the main support required was with marking the 










































































































































































































































































































































































































