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ABSTRACT

The study aims to explore the perception of 28 undergraduate students of a university in Savannakhet, Lao PDR implementing an electronic portfolio. The opinions toward the use of electronic portfolios in an online classroom, the patterns of student engagement, and the factors that influenced student engagement with the electronic portfolios were collected using qualitative data. The results revealed that students in three perceptions of an electronic portfolio as a self-improvement gauge; as a learner-centered depository; as a showcase of reflections. The study offers some suggestions for improving students’ experience with the electronic portfolio as a method of assessment in higher education.
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Introduction

The disruption caused by the current Covid-19 pandemic is unprecedented, and the resulting economic and social measures have brought massive change (Krishnamurthy, 2020, pp. 1-5). To mitigate the spread of the virus, governments around the world have imposed social distancing measures, lockdowns, and cessation of personal contact outside immediate households. The pandemic is thus having a massive impact on educational activity. In a matter of weeks, entire education systems from elementary to higher education had to completely transform activity to evolve to an online teaching-learning scenario (Mishra, Gupta, & Shree, 2020, pp. 1-8). According to UNESCO, higher education institutions (HEIs) were closed completely in 185 countries in April 2020, affecting more than 1,000 million learners around the globe (Marinoni, Van't Land, & Jensen, 2020).
The reality of the new normal, disrupted by COVID effects, has involved a radical transformation of education and training, and one of the sectors undergoing dramatic digital transformation is global higher education (Dwivedi, Hughes, & Constantiou, 2020, p. 55). The sudden forced closure of face-to-face teaching has led academics and students into “unfamiliar terrain” due to the need to adapt swiftly to total e-learning settings (Carolan, Davies, & Crookes, 2020, p. 46). This sudden change has required universities to evolve toward online teaching in record time, implementing and adapting the technological resources available and involving professors and researchers who lack innate technological capacities for online teaching. The university system must be able to provide quality education in a scenario of digital transformation, disruptive technological innovation, and accelerated change in the educational framework. The emergence of disruptive innovation is a time of risk and uncertainty, but it is also a time of opportunities, bringing talent and innovation to the education system.

In response to significant demand, much higher education programs have adopted technology resources such as email the internet, course web pages, computer simulations as well as free online learning platforms, including electronic portfolio platforms.  Electronic portfolios are gradually becoming an increasingly common component of higher education programs and becoming a part of a blended learning environment. At the same time, many professionals are currently being required to build electronic portfolios to demonstrate continuing learning for maintaining employment, seeking promotion, and applying for new positions. Teacher education courses are among the higher education programs where students were able to incorporate electronics and databases for storing, sorting, viewing artifacts experiences, reflecting on activities and products that the student experiences and generates in a social context. In addition, Electronic Portfolio provides constructive feedback to foster guidance and monitor students’ learning progress and achievement. In terms of assessment, the electronic portfolio provides the student with authentic, reflective, interactive, and individual features, and all of these attributes have advantages over examinations and computer-assisted, multiple-choice forms of assessment (Chang, 2001, pp. 435-458). Much of the evidence and research studies available on the use of electronic portfolios agreed that Electronic Portfolio have the potential to engage students and promote deep learning in higher education levels in many countries
University administrators can also benefit from the use of electronic portfolios. According to Reese and Levy (2009), schools can use students’ electronic portfolios to demonstrate that they’re meeting certain accreditation requirements or internal academic standards. In addition, department heads can use electronic portfolios to evaluate their students’ strengths and weaknesses so they can make curriculum changes if necessary to help them better achieve desired outcomes. In this way, electronic portfolios provide a strong centralized source for administrators to refer to when assessing students’ performance and the effectiveness of their programs. Electronic Portfolio gives students another avenue to show potential employers their abilities. An academic transcript doesn’t always tell the full story of a person’s skill set, and electronic portfolios allow people to fill in gaps and demonstrate soft skills that aren’t overtly apparent on a résumé (Ferns & Comfort, 2014, pp. 269-280).

Electronic portfolios are also an effective way to enhance the reach and utility of digital badges. Being able to connect earned credentials with a professional portfolio can be very valuable. Having these resources in one place allows peers and employers to match a name and face with the badges, achievements, evidence, and artifacts that indicate a promising candidate for hire or promotion. In addition, Electronic portfolios are a great way for students to demonstrate learning pathways or series of skills that students achieve by following a “path” of linked objectives or competencies. Similarly, Electronic portfolios are a great method of credential stacking to help students demonstrate increased rigor and competency in different subject areas. Organizations can also use electronic portfolios to aid in employee performance and collaboration, inspire organizational growth through professional development, and establish goals for leadership (Andriotis, 2017). According to a survey of 318 employers, 83% said that Electronic portfolios are useful in ensuring job applicants have the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in their company (Hart Research Associates [HRA], 2013).
The integration of electronic portfolios into the classroom in universities in Savannakhet, Lao PDR has not been introduced yet and the research conducted to date focuses very little on student engagement of the value of the electronic portfolio to their learning in the context of Lao PDR. Therefore, the electronic portfolio must be required to explore how Lao undergraduates actively engage in their learning during the pandemic crisis. The study aims to investigate the perceptions of undergraduate students of a university in Savannakhet, Lao PDR toward the use of electronic portfolios.
Definitions of Electronic Portfolios 
An Electronic Portfolio is simply a file management system, a place to store electronic artifacts. Others see it as a web display tool for student artifacts, as an official document of student achievement, or as an assessment tool (Lewis & Fournier, 2009). In technical terms, an Electronic Portfolio is, “a digitized collection of artifacts including demonstrations, resources, and accomplishments that represent an individual, group, or institution” (Lorenzo & Ittelson, 2005). Johnson and DiBiase (2004, pp. 18-26) add that an Electronic Portfolio consists of “evidence of, and reflections upon, their curricular and co-curricular achievements” (Barrett, 2000, pp. 14-21)

An Electronic Portfolio is more than a simple collection, however; it can also serve as an administrative tool to manage and organize work create with different applications and control who can see or discuss the work. The benefits of an Electronic Portfolio typically derive from the exchange of ideas and feedback between the author and those who view and interact whit the Electronic Portfolio. In addition, the author’s reflection on the work inside an Electronic Portfolio help create a meaningful learning experience (Greenberg, 2004, pp. 28-36), there are features that Electronic Portfolio shares an organized collection, comprised of digitized artifacts, seeking to provide an authentic record, related to an individual’s status, particularly associated with learning. Another definition by the (US) National Learning Infrastructure Initiative 2003 identified that a portfolio is “a collection of authentic and diverse evidence, drawn from a larger archive representing what a person or organization has learned overtime on which the person or organization has reflected, and designed for presentation to one or more audiences for a particular rhetorical purpose" (Barret, H., Carney, J., 2005).

Importance of Electronic Portfolios to Education
Electronic portfolios can help learners develop deeper learning resulting in higher achievement, a better sense of themselves as students and as individuals, sharing with friends and family members, and showcase learners’ achievements for employment. At present, electronic portfolios are widely used in teachers’ work both for students’ assessment and for personal development. Portfolios in education are natural to be a means for student assessment and a learning process (Barret, H., 2005). In addition, Herman and Winters (1994, pp. 48-55) noted that a portfolio is a well-designed portfolio that represents important, contextualized learning that requires complex thinking and expressive skills. Traditional tests have been criticized as being insensitive to local curriculum and instruction and assessing not only student achievement but aptitude. Portfolios are being heralded as vehicles that provide a more equitable and sensitive portrait of what students know and can do. Portfolios also encourage teachers and schools to focus on important student outcomes, provide parents and the community with evidence of student achievement.

Using electronic portfolios or digital portfolios, same as general portfolios have become a very useful tool these days at different kind of works and everyday life. Electronic portfolios have developed from paper-based portfolios and are being increasingly used internationally throughout the education system for students at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels, as well as for teachers. Within education, they are used as tools for learning, assessment, and professional development. They can also be used for interviews, employment, and career development beyond the education setting (Beka, A., & Gallareva, D., 2016, pp. 32-42).
Mcalpine (2005, pp. 378-385) also lists several benefits that are provided by using portfolios, such as improving the assessment validity, accessibility, reliability, process, and speeding up the appeals process. The use of portfolios for assessment is gaining popularity in higher education, providing a rich resource for both students and faculty to learn about the achievement of important outcomes over time, make connections among disparate parts of the curriculum, gain insights leading to improvement, and develop identities as learners or as facilitators of learning. Some specific pedagogic benefits of electronic portfolios have been identified as 1) authentic learning, where learning is more meaningful when it is linked to real-world experiences (Buzzetto-More, N., 2010, pp. 61-85); 2) experiential learning, where ‘learning is by doing rather than through telling; 3) competency-based education, where instruction is outcomes-based using electronic portfolios as part of student learning outcomes-based performance assessment where assessment may include higher-order skills (Cooper and Love, 2007, pp. 267-292); and 4) lifelong learning, where learning is directed by the individual and guided by the individual’s interests (Stephenie, Hewett, 2004, pp. 24-28).

A key advantage of using an electronic portfolio as an ongoing, accessible record of students’ achievement, is the potential for demonstrating provided examples of graduate attributes, skills, and knowledge learned as part of their university experiences (Barret, 2000). Besides the advantages for supporting the process of professional learning and growth, using an electronic portfolio system for learning, self-assessment, and reflection, and for interaction with peers and teachers can be expected to enhance the quality of learning, and consequently, to impact the learning and learning achievements of students. Therefore, introducing an electronic portfolio component into an existing curriculum can significantly strengthen its potential for a positive impact on students' competencies. It was anticipated that the electronic portfolio would be a tool for students to document and accumulate evidence of attributes and skills required by employers. Finally, because Electronic Portfolio is a student-centered activity – one in which the student is free to choose what artifacts are included and is free to reflect on the process of their learning – they foster engagement and motivation (Tosh, Penny Light, Fleming, & Haywood, 2005). Research on student engagement with learning suggests that when students perceive that they have choices in how to learn they are more engaged and motivated to move beyond simple information acquisition to try to gain an understanding of the subject (Entwistle, & Karagiannopoulou, 2014, pp. 75-98). Electronic Portfolios offer this opportunity for learner control and can support or promote deep learning as students can make connections between the learning that occurs in different contexts. Indeed, it is this recognition that learning occurs beyond the classroom that makes electronic portfolios attractive to many educators.

Although electronic portfolios have not been yet fully introduced at a higher education level in many countries, especially in Lao PDR, research studies related to an electronic portfolio in North America and Europe, with institutions incorporating portfolios as a key element of the student experience have focused on their uses to support students’ experience, learning support, and assessment, or the documentation of capabilities. Professionals in many fields, such as design, writing, and photography, also kept portfolios to document personal development and to showcase their work. Once digital capabilities became more commonplace, the electronic portfolio has eclipsed its physical counterpart, while increasing the capabilities, functions, and portability of these collections. The electronic portfolio is now the platform that students can use to compile, organize, and formulate a digital presence across various types of media and can be updated and adapted over time for different purposes and audiences. According to Bolliger and Shepherd (2010, pp. 295-314), Electronic portfolios are widely used in higher education to help students develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills as well as to prepare them to be lifelong learners. The value and potential of the Electronic Portfolio are garnering attention within the world of higher education, and the Association of American Colleges & Universities has designated the electronic portfolio as a high-impact practice (Watson, Kuh, Rhodes, Light & Chen, 2016, pp.65-69). 

In addition, electronic portfolios are like regular portfolios which are tools to record student work. In addition, students can reflect on their work, which makes the experience of creating electronic portfolios meaningful. 
Stakeholders’ Perception on the role of electronic portfolios


The study aims to explore the perception and engagement of undergraduate students of a university in Savannakhet, Lao PDR after the implementation of an electronic portfolio in a course during the pandemic. The critical features of perception, engagement, and student and institutional responsibility to improve students’ engagement are discussed in the following section.

Teachers’ perception

Teachers in a university in Savannakhet, Lao PDR seek to assist students to connect their learning experiences in different contexts, especially electronic portfolios during the pandemic. The electronic portfolio provides an opportunity to articulate their educational experience, including academic, workplace, and innovative competence.  There has been large-scale evidence to support the use of electronic portfolios as tools for enhancing the professional development of teachers and students’ learning engagement.  For example, the college faculty members have positive perceptions toward the use of course portfolios. They also, positively perceive the usefulness of audit results of the course portfolio and show good intention towards using electronic course portfolios; however, they need more training and support to use portfolios effectively (Akleh, Aamall & Wahab (2020, p. 39). The implementation of electronic portfolios in universities in Savannakhet, Lao PDR has been not fully introduced yet, this preliminary study would be an example to prepare students to experience different ways of learning in universities and brings together stakeholders for proving program implementation, access to and reliability of the technology, and supporting of professional development. 

Students’ Perception

 

No study has been conducted to specifically determine the perceptions and engagement of the higher education students in Lao PDR. Based on various studies, results of analysis of undergraduate students at a university level revealed that students saw the benefits of using electronic portfolios. They keep current with innovations, serve as a tool for job search, a collection of materials for their best work, work collaboratively with peers and teachers (Kocogulu, 2008, p. 71). In addition, Payne, Paredes, & Cross (2020, p. 67) found that five themes were identified related to discovery (technology, e-portfolio as a process, e-portfolio as a product, age, and e-portfolios, and the multifaceted nature of e-portfolios) and four themes were identified characterizing the tips students had for developing electronic portfolios (showcase tips, technological advice, process guidance, and just say no to electronic portfolios). In addition, older students appeared to have less favorable attitudes about electronic portfolios. The study by Song (2021, p. 68) through an online survey of 226 students in a university in Singapore revealed a 5-factor structure: (1) perceived usefulness (PU), (2) organization (ORG), (3) collaboration (COL), (4) evaluation (EVA), and (5) perceived value of learning (PVL) were a good model fit. All the independent variables, except for evaluation, were positive and significant predictors of learners’ PVL. Specifically, the ORG variable was the most influential predictor of PVL. In comparison, the PU variable was a relatively weaker predictor of PVL. 

Factors influencing students’ engagement

 Understanding why students make active decisions to engage and disengage or adopt a state of inertia requires an investigation of who the students are and what issues they face in making these decisions. As the 2008 Bradley Report into Higher Education in Australia (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent & Scales, 2008) stated that course completion and student engagement are significant factors affecting an individual’s completion. The level of support from teachers and institutions, course content, course satisfaction, and students’ expectations and personal circumstances are also important factors. Institutions can influence some, but not all, of these factors to produce a more favorable outcome.  Student engagement is complex and individual; there is not a simple on/off switch, or magical formula to engaging students. Ultimately it is the students’ responsibility to engage within an environment provided by the institution that provides the most favorable conditions for engagement. Student engagement also varies over time, within individual tasks and during a course or program of study. 
The five factors that support and impede student uptake and engagement are as follows: 1) A high level of academic challenge: challenging intellectual and creative work is central to student learning. The promotion of high levels of student achievement is achieved by emphasizing the importance of academic effort and setting high expectations for student performance; 2) Student-faculty interaction: students learn how experts think about and solve practical problems by interacting with faculty members inside and outside the classroom; 
3) Active and collaborative learning: students learn more when they are intensely involved in their education and asked to think about what they are learning in different settings; 4) A supportive campus environment: students perform better and are more satisfied at institutions that are committed to their success and cultivate positive working and social relations on campus; and 5) Enriching educational experiences: complementary learning opportunities in and out of class augment academic programs. Opportunities include diverse experiences, the use of technology, and work experience.

Student engagement in these five types of activities is considered educationally purposeful, as it is expected to lead to deep levels of learning and the production of lasting and measurable gains and outcomes (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt & Associates., 2005). Because the electronic portfolio documents student's accomplishments and successes during the learning process, students can readily review and reflect on their accomplishments (Pegrum & Oakley, 2017, pp. 21-34). This, in turn, can provide learners with the motivation needed to keep studying and investing effort (Bolliger &Shepherd, 2010, pp. 295-314; Welsh, 2012, pp.57-83). Likewise, it helps them to maintain interest in the use of Electronic portfolios for professional purposes (Wakimoto & Lewis, 2014, pp.53-58). The electronic portfolio also helps learners to set personal goals related to their learning and to establish realistic objectives, as well as to identify short and long-term goals which are necessary to achieve their individual goals (Chang, Tseng, Liang & Liao, 2013, pp. 237-249; Ciesielkiewicz & Coca, 2013, p. 464). These are key strategies for effective lifelong learning (Laal, 2011, pp. 470-474).

Strategies for measuring student engagement


 
Measuring student engagement is an increasing requirement for administrators and academics (Coates, 2006). Measures include quantitative and qualitative indicators, such as how much students engage and the actual processes and practices of student engagement. A measurement of ‘student engagement is suggested as a prominent indicator of the effectiveness of higher education. (Coates, 2006 July 26th, p. 28; Kuh, 2003, pp. 24-32) states that: to assess the quality of the undergraduate education at an institution, we need good information about student engagement: the time and energy students devote to educationally sound activities inside and outside of the classroom and the policies and practices that institutions use to induce students to take part in these activities. However, as Harper and Quayle (2009) state, “educators must have the requisite skills and expertise to analyze the campus environment and determine where gaps in engagement and achievement exist” Several strategies currently exist. For example, educators engage in self-reflection singularly or as a team before developing strategies to resolve student engagement issues (Baxter-Magolda & King, 2004). The process of self-reflection focuses attention on the limitations and strengths of the educator or team that either facilitate or impede student engagement. Self-reflection should be a core process for teachers and teaching teams undertaken during and at the end of teaching sessions.

 
Another strategy for educators and researchers is to listen to students to understand how to enhance their educational experiences and improve engagement. Harper and Quaye (2009) contend that “barriers to achievement and engagement can result from making decisions without qualitative input from students”. In summary, Harper and Quayle (2009) state, “in an era in which student engagement is receiving increasing attention, providing undergraduates with numerous, sustained opportunities to participate actively in determining the appropriate methods for enriching their academic and social experiences in higher education cannot be overstated”. The listening process, however, requires more than quantitative surveys; it requires a conscious decision to listen to all those students have to say and to provide tools that empower students to communicate their opinions and needs.

 Universities wishing to use data on student engagement to validate the provision of a quality learning experience and investment often find that “the lack of a context-sensitive instrument to measure student engagement is an important gap in the information” (Coates, 2006, p. 28). This thesis seeks to better understand student engagement by providing a sense of the context (an Electronic Portfolio). This context is explored by modeling student engagement with the Electronic Portfolio, which enables a clearer appreciation of student decisions to engage and disengage.

 There are various types of assessment for which the electronic portfolio can be used successfully. First, it can be used as a formative and/or summative evaluation tool in the classroom (Strivens, Baume, Grant, Owen, Ward, Nicol, 2009). Cummins and Davesne (2009, pp. 848-867) asserted that the Electronic Portfolio is better suited than standardized tests for student assessment, given the multitudinous and complex aspects of student learning. Program-wide assessment is also facilitated by the use of an electronic portfolio. Zhou and Helms (2015, p. 119) stated “the documents, materials, and artifacts in the electronic portfolio are often used for accreditation and other course and program-embedded documentation for validation of learning by faculty and peer-review committees”

This study examined the engagement with an electronic portfolio of ndergraduate 
Students enrolled in a Computer Multimedia Course within a four-year Bachelor of Education degree at Savannakhet University (SKU), a new university established in 3 years, enrolling approximately 28 students. This study will reveal students’ perceptions of using the electronic portfolio and whether they engaged with the assessment tasks. 
The Purpose of Study

This study examined undergraduate students’ perceptions and engagement as students participated in the electronic portfolio project in a classroom at a university in Savannakhet, Lao PDR. 
Research Questions

The students’ perceptions and engagement with the integrating electronic portfolio were sought by asking the following questions:

What are the opinions toward the use of electronic portfolios in a classroom?

What were the patterns of student engagement with the electronic portfolios?

What factors influenced student engagement with the electronic portfolios?

Population and Sample

The participants consisted of volunteer third-year students (n=28) of their four-year degree program, majoring in computer multimedia enrolling in Computer Multimedia Course in a university, Savannakhet Lao PDR. An introduction to the electronic portfolio was provided during a lecture by the researcher as an instructor of the course in the first semester of 2021. 

Data Collection

The data collection methods selected for the study include document analysis, observation, interviews with students. The attitude survey consisted of a series of statements to which students are asked to express agreement or disagreement and was administrated to gather student opinions of their experience with the electronic portfolio. The survey was delivered via an electronic survey accessed through Google form, a familiar technology platform for students. The focus group of five participating students was organized online to gain further insights into the topics discussed. 
Findings and discussion
Category 1: Students’ perceptions toward the electronic Portfolio 
The findings of this study indicate that student opinions proved to be a critical factor in the engagement intentions of the students. It was expected that a positive opinion of the usefulness of the electronic portfolio, and its ease of use, would shape the students’ opinions toward using the electronic portfolio. Conversely, negative opinions would increase student disengagement. Student opinions were formulated before the implementation sessions as preconceptions, were changed or reinforced during the workshop based on their initial supported engagement, and then again when students first used the electronic portfolio independently, and finally as part of their ongoing engagement. In response to the first research question, student opinions were polarized around five themes:

1) The usefulness of the electronic portfolio in helping them to get a job;

2) The usefulness of the electronic portfolio for their learning;

3) The motivational impact of the assessment task;

4) The time and effort required to make use of the Electronic Portfolio;
5) The ease of use of the Electronic Portfolio.

The findings are in line with the study by Muin & Hafidah (2021, p. 497) that confirmed the positive perceptions of using electronic portfolios in the teaching and learning process at a higher education level. The results, obtained through interviews and a questionnaire, of the study of 16 undergraduate students in a university revealed that most participants demonstrated positive views toward the use of electronic portfolios, and acknowledged the benefits of utilizing electronic portfolios. They were extended to increase the motivational beliefs and self-efficacy, learn new things, accomplish the tasks effectively, give beneficial effects for the learning, and improve students' learning ability.
Category 2:  Patterns of student engagement with the electronic portfolio 
 In response to the second research question, many students disengaged early in the implementation. The pattern of student engagement with the electronic portfolio has been one of initial engagement based on an assessment task, and then subsequent disengagement. Of the 28 respondents to the survey, only 13 percent used the electronic portfolio beyond the initial compulsory assessment requirements. The level of disengagement is highlighted as a disappointing outcome of the implementation process. The key decision points for student engagement included prior knowledge and experience, supported engagement, independent engagement, and ongoing independent engagement. Research suggests that students interact with educational software in different ways (Bangert-Drowns & Pyke, 2002, pp. 23-38) and that the time and energy students devote to educational purposes (Kuh, 2003) is the best indicator of their learning.
Category 3: Factors influencing student engagement with the electronic portfolio  

In response to the third question, the factors that impacted student engagement with the electronic portfolio were their negative experiences in using the electronic portfolio. As discussed previously, the negative student opinions about the electronic portfolio were generally concerned with the usefulness of the electronic portfolio for their learning and employability, the motivational impact of assessment, the time and effort they believed the electronic portfolio would require and how easy the electronic portfolio appeared to be to use. Many students were not willing to invest time and effort into the electronic portfolio because they could not see any return on this investment. Instead, they made reasonable and logical personal decisions to put their efforts elsewhere. Students also feel they may be disadvantaged due to their technical ability. Some believe their technological ability would affect their grades as being assessed through electronic portfolios. The software and training provided by the university are needed to support and accommodate the needs and preferences of learners. As Coates (2005, pp. 25-36) suggested that the students ultimately hold the responsibility for their learning. Students who disengage from the learning experiences presented to them may not fully gain the skills and knowledge required to compete in the employment marketplace.

Conclusion

Technology is certainly a necessary part of any classroom, especially in this digital age and pandemic crisis.  The use of an electronic portfolio for knowledge and skills development and management becomes part of the teaching and learning process at a higher education level. The sample size in the study was small and voluntary and data was collected at a university in Savannakhet, Lao PDR, which may not sufficiently represent the perspectives of the student population in the university. According to the description of the study findings, participants described their experience influenced by using electronic portfolios and how it benefits their learning experiences and the problems they faced while using electronic portfolios. Electronic portfolios have many advantages over printed portfolios as they are easily accessible, with the ability to store multiple media, update, and reference the work of learners. There are also positive reflections on improving the quality of students’ work. Through this type of work, with electronic portfolios, students would achieve to develop a professional working plan, reflect on their work, develop more skills in the use of technology for future professional development and have a clear review of their work. Implications for relevant stakeholders are the need to incorporate into existing curricula, electronic portfolio, to prepare future teachers with professional competence so they can be more creative and productive at work.
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