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Types of Faculty Course Portfolios to Showcase Classroom 
Practices and Student Learning
Making Visible the Intellectual Work of Teaching

Abstract

Faculty course portfolios are a valuable medium for documenting and making 
visible the serious intellectual work of teaching. Developing a faculty course 
portfolio follows the same process one uses to explore a research question. 
Faculty members inquire, analyze, and document their teaching practices and the 
resulting student learning and then make the results accessible for use, review, 
and assessment by their peers. In this article, we introduce four types of elec-
tronic course portfolios that sponsor different forms of inquiry into student 
learning. We highlight the major components of each type, offer advice in devel-
oping them, and share examples of each. We conclude by providing assessment 
data on the impact that portfolios have had for faculty.

1  Introduction to Course Portfolios 

With calls for accountability in higher education mounting, faculty members 
are increasingly being asked to assess and make public their teaching practices. 
Even faculty who value and support excellence in teaching often fi nd it diffi -
cult to showcase the careful, diffi cult, and intentional scholarly work entailed in 
planning and teaching a course. One response is a faculty course portfolio that 
captures and makes visible the scholarly work of teaching by combining inquiry 
into the design of a course with an investigation of the quality of student under-
standing and performance (Hutchings, 1998; Schulman, 1998; Bernstein et al., 
2006). 

The concept of a portfolio is not new. Certain disciplines, such as advertising, 
architecture, composition, and studio art, historically have asked students to cre-
ate refl ective archives of their classroom work. Having faculty mirror this same 
process to create course portfolios offers many of the same benefi ts – provid-
ing a refl ective framework to think about course design, classroom practices, 
and student learning. Unlike the more common teaching portfolio – in which 
faculty typically archive essential course documents such as the syllabus, sam-
ple assignments, examinations, and evaluations – a course portfolio is a refl ec-
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tive investigation into a course. Creating a portfolio for a single course can often 
be valuable for faculty development since it is a concise and refl ective document 
that can be shared with peers for their review and commentary. Instead of try-
ing to demonstrate everything that they do as teachers via a teaching portfolio, a 
teacher can focus on the specifi cs of one particular course in a less overwhelm-
ing and more systematic way. If a faculty member writes course portfolios on 
different courses, the insights that are gained in the analysis of each course can 
later contribute to a more overarching teaching portfolio. 

What constitutes a course portfolio is as diverse as the teacher doing the teach-
ing and the course being taught. Hutchings (1995) describes three common ele-
ments of a course portfolio: (1) explanation of the course design, (2) description 
of the enactment or implementation of the design, and (3) analysis of student 
learning resulting from the fi rst two dimensions. Cerbin (1996) proposed one of 
the fi rst course portfolio models for representing intentional inquiry into student 
learning. His prototype has been infl uential for many instructors (Hutchings, 
1998 and 2000). Bernstein et al’s (2006) approach is similar and consists of the 
following essential components:
• A refl ective discussion of the content and goals of the course.
• A description of the plans to accomplish key objectives in student learning.
• Evidence, assessment, and refl ection on student achievement toward these 

goals.
• A refl ective narrative on the relation among the above three elements.

Faculty can use course portfolios in many ways. They can be used to encourage 
formative conversations about teaching with colleagues or serve as a founda-
tion for assessment and curriculum development. Other uses include structuring 
the design of a new course; examining a course a faculty member is not satisfi ed 
with; showcasing a course that a faculty member is proud of and that reveals 
strong student performance, or creating a course template that other teachers of 
the course can review and draw upon for their own teaching. More summative 
uses of a course portfolio include:
• supporting teaching award applications
• summarizing teaching for annual merit review evaluations
• documenting and assessing faculty development efforts
• highlighting teaching as part of a promotion and tenure fi le
• structuring or showcasing a curricular revision
• aiding in a department program review
• supporting a job application
• assessing learning outcomes for department or program accreditation

In many ways, developing a course portfolio can be a faculty member’s intro-
duction to the “scholarship of teaching and learning” (Boyer, 1990; Glassick et 



267

Types of Faculty Course Portfolios to Showcase Classroom Practices and Student Learning

al., 1997). Some faculty members use a course portfolio to provide the data for 
a conference presentation or scholarly publication about teaching.

To be useful for formative or summative review, a course portfolio needs to be 
in a format that is accessible for use and review by others. Paper portfolios are 
heavy to carry about and diffi cult and expensive to disseminate to colleagues 
at other schools. In comparison, an electronic course portfolio, or E-Portfolio, 
offers opportunities for broad and easy access. Electronic course portfolios can 
also be printable, searchable, and easy to update. There are two other advan-
tages for electronic course portfolios. First, their multimedia capability (video, 
audio, podcast) enable faculty members to showcase a full range of course prac-
tices and students’ learning. Second, depending upon the format used (HTML or 
PDF), readers can move within the materials on their own – with the option to 
explore areas that interest them in greater depth. 

In this chapter we outline four different types of course portfolios. Our discus-
sion of benchmark and inquiry portfolios match many of the common charac-
teristics of a course portfolio as described by others while our discussion of the 
concept and comprehensive portfolios offers new variations on these models. 
The development of these four types of course portfolios are drawn from our 
experiences in working with faculty and should be transferable to any faculty 
member looking to explore and document their teaching and students’ learning.

2  Benchmark Course Portfolio 

A benchmark portfolio offers a snapshot of what occurred during a course. It 
allows a faculty member to highlight the goals of the course, methods for help-
ing students to achieve them, and an assessment of student performance and 
learning in light of such goals. Common elements of a benchmark portfolio 
include a listing of the course goals, a summary of classroom methods, and evi-
dence of student learning in meeting such goals. This type of portfolio is termed 
a “benchmark” because it offers a benchmark of student learning and classroom 
practices against which future offerings of the course can be compared. A bench-
mark portfolio is typically the fi rst type of course portfolio that faculty create. 

In writing about course goals, a faculty member introduces the course, the 
learning goals for it, and the rationale for those goals. The central questions to 
address are: What do I want students to know? And what do I want them to be 
able to do? 

The answer to these questions becomes complicated when a faculty member bal-
ances his or her expectations of the course with those of the department, college, 
general education program, and/or accreditation organization. 
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A faculty member next needs to refl ect on how the course design (teaching 
methods, course materials, and course assignments) seeks to achieve the course 
goals. Common questions include the following: Why do you use the book you 
do? What happens in a typical class session? What are your expectations for stu-
dent work outside of class? How are you assessing student learning? Why are 
these approaches effective?

The next component of a benchmark course portfolio is an assessment of how 
students have achieved the goals of the course. Often this is done by highlight-
ing actual student learning from the course. Bernstein et al. (2006) point out that 
the challenge is to highlight a range of student learning for a variety of course 
activities but not offer a detailed review of each assessment activity from the 
course. For example, rather than highlighting each quiz in the course, a faculty 
member might present an aggregate summary (e.g. chart, average) for all quiz-
zes to demonstrate overall student performance. Or one might select represent-
ative questions from the quizzes that illustrate the goals for the course (critical 
thinking, application of concepts etc.) to illustrate the range of student response 
to such questions. It’s important to note that a benchmark portfolio shouldn’t 
highlight only the “good” student work from a course, but also work that does 
not meet a teacher’s goals or learning objectives. Refl ecting and writing about 
why a student paper received a “C” often helps faculty to better defi ne criteria 
and expectations that they are able to cycle into future offerings of the course.

In assessing student learning, questions to focus on include: Is there evidence of 
students meeting the specifi c course learning goals? What criteria do you use to 
assess such understanding? How does the understanding represented by the stu-
dent samples you present differ among students? How do these differences relate 
to the criteria you use in evaluating this work? And what is the range or distri-
bution for learning within the class as a whole? 

The concluding component of a benchmark course portfolio is refl ective com-
mentary on the match between the course goals and actual student learning. As 
part of this refl ection, faculty often provide a detailed description of changes 
they will make the next time the course is taught and offer commentary on what 
they learned in the process of writing the portfolio. Powell (2004) developed a 
benchmark course portfolio describing a small, upper-level course in the School 
of Natural Resources. The faculty member provides a clear statement of course 
goals and considerable refl ection on assignments and assessments. For instance, 
the faculty author collects and analyzes examination grades and group project 
results throughout the semester. He also compares student performance based on 
those who did and did not take the ecology prerequisite course and their differ-
ent academic majors. In considering these differences in his student population, 
the faculty author developed a deeper understanding of factors that contributed 
to their performance as well as ideas for revising future course offerings. This 
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benchmark portfolio provides a useful example of how to use quantitative data 
for assessment, and it takes a scholarly approach to exploring students’ learning 
in this course. 

2.1  Inquiry Course Portfolio

In an inquiry portfolio, a faculty member focuses on answering a specifi c ques-
tion or issue regarding teaching practices, course structures, and/or student 
learning. For example, an inquiry portfolio might explore the effectiveness of 
a semester project or the impact of essay examinations on students’ learning. 
Writing an inquiry portfolio involves having a faculty member explore and eval-
uate a range of information concerning teaching – measuring the effectiveness 
of a specifi c classroom technique or a certain type of assessment, or address-
ing broader questions related to course structure and emphasis – and assess its 
impact on student learning. In doing so, faculty move beyond anecdotal or infor-
mal measures of inquiry to structured examinations of teaching and of student 
learning that then cycle back into their teaching and future offerings of a course. 
Sample inquiry portfolios have focused on exploring issues such as measuring 
the impact of class readings and activities on students’ understanding of diver-
sity; assessing students’ ability to apply disciplinary theories to real world exam-
ples, and measuring the effectiveness of a student-directed grading rubric. A 
completed inquiry portfolio can serve as the basis for department discussions 
on student learning or the foundational material for a conference presentation or 
scholarly publication.

There are fi ve major steps to writing an inquiry portfolio: formulating an inquiry 
question, developing an assessment strategy, teaching the course and collecting 
data, analyzing the data and evaluating its results, and cycling back the con-
clusions and recommendations into one’s teaching. As such, writing an inquiry 
portfolio mirrors the approach one typically applies to disciplinary-based schol-
arly research that Glassick et al. (1997) describe: clear goals, adequate prepara-
tion, appropriate methods, signifi cant results, effective presentation, and refl ec-
tive critique.

An inquiry question might be broad and focus on a learning objective that spans 
the entire term (e.g. what is the impact of group discussions on course grades?) 
or might be more focused on a single assignment (e.g. impact of replacing a 
homework assignment with a group activity). Developing the question might be 
as simple as asking, what problems do I have with this course? The term “prob-
lem” is in the positive sense that Bass (1999) ascribes: as an investigative pos-
sibility rather than as something negative that needs to be “fi xed”. The key is 
to pick a question that can be answered in the time frame of a term, academic 
year, or course module. Savory et al. (2007) comment that it is better to select a 
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defi ned and focused question and to expand it in subsequent studies versus try-
ing to answer all questions about the course in a single study. If a faculty mem-
ber is struggling to think of a central question to explore, it is useful to return 
to the benchmark portfolio for the course as a starting place for such inquiry. 
Oftentimes the benchmark portfolio brings to the surface questions or issues that 
faculty can then develop more systematically for study. In other words, by pro-
viding a snapshot of overall student performance in a course, a benchmark port-
folio often helps faculty to identify specifi c areas in their courses that they wish 
to improve upon or that they wish to know more about.

With a defi ned inquiry question, the next step is to develop an assessment plan 
for answering it. Examples of questions to address include: What do you plan 
to change or study in the teaching of your course (e.g. specifi c methods, course 
materials or assignments, assessment of student work)? What do you predict will 
be the impact of such change? And how will you collect data to test this impact? 
A useful resource is Angelo and Cross’s (1993) book, which outlines different 
assessment strategies for the classroom.

Once a faculty member has an investigative plan, it is important to follow it 
while teaching the course. Collecting data and examples of student work can be 
challenging and faculty should explore approaches that can be integrated in their 
daily teaching lives to support such efforts (e.g., have student submit work elec-
tronically, have students collect all their graded coursework in a notebook which 
they turn in at the end of the term).

In analyzing the results, an important part of an inquiry portfolio is the refl ec-
tion on what was learned through the process. As an example of an inquiry port-
folio, Wentz (2006) focuses on the service-learning project component of a large 
course taken by both engineers and architects. His course portfolio looks at the 
impact of team size and group member’s disciplinary expertise and ability with 
respect to the fi nal project. The electronic format of the portfolio allows him to 
include a range of course documents and photographs of his students’ work. The 
faculty author concludes that the data demonstrates he should avoid assigning 
teams with only a single academic discipline present. As for answering his other 
inquiry questions, the faculty author comments that the data supports his hypoth-
esis that there is an optimal team size, although the exact size is higher than he 
anticipated which will require him to explore his fi ndings in subsequent course 
offerings. 
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2.2  Comprehensive Portfolio

A comprehensive portfolio presents a holistic overview of the iterative develop-
ment, evolution, and current status of a course as a result of continued refi ne-
ment. For faculty who routinely teach the same course each year, a comprehen-
sive portfolio offers an opportunity to systematically track the impact of course 
revisions on student learning over time. Such portfolios can also offer faculty 
ways to demonstrate that their courses are current with respect to changing dis-
ciplinary or professional standards. Common elements of a comprehensive port-
folio include the goals of the course, key changes that have occurred in the 
course over time, an assessment of student learning, and rationale for the cur-
rent course methods and practices. Given its unique nature in relation to the spe-
cifi c course under review, there is no simple checklist for what additional items 
should or should not be included. The comprehensive portfolio offers an oppor-
tunity to capture the progression and evolution of a course over time – in terms 
of concepts and materials, teaching methods used, and student learning. Such a 
portfolio can also illuminate how a course evolves within a particular institution, 
to meet programmatic needs, to address changing student demographics, or to 
refl ect revised departmental priorities. 

In this example of a comprehensive portfolio, Fritz (2005) incorporates photo-
graphs and scanned images into her electronic portfolio to highlight the range 
of student work for her perceptual drawing course. Additionally, she includes 
detailed assignment handouts as a model for other faculty. The portfolio author 
(Fritz, 2012) comments: 

“I teach in and coordinate a complex interdisciplinary program called 
Visual Literacy. The time I invested in preparing my comprehensive port-
folio has paid off immeasurably. I direct new part-time and full-time fac-
ulty and GTAs who will be teaching in the program to view it before we 
discuss the course in detail. It also allows me to direct inquiries from fac-
ulty from other institutions. Viewers can learn about the course and its 
place in our program, read my teaching philosophy and goals and see 
what I actually do in the classroom including the students’ work. This 
vital resource provides a foundation and a reference point for enhanced 
discussions about the program.” 

As this faculty author suggests, her comprehensive portfolio has helped other 
teachers, both locally and nationally, understand the work of her perceptual 
drawing course as well as its role within the larger Visual Literacy program. In 
this respect, her portfolio has been used to support teachers’ professional devel-
opment. This faculty author also has used her comprehensive portfolio as a basis 
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for engaging in the scholarship of teaching by sharing her work at several disci-
plinary and scholarship of teaching and learning events and conferences. 

2.3  Concept Course Portfolio

A concept course portfolio investigates a practice or issue in a course in terms 
of larger pedagogical concepts (e.g. general education, writing across the cur-
riculum, problem-based learning) being addressed in higher education. It differs 
from a benchmark or inquiry portfolio in that the focus is to introduce a peda-
gogical concept and then highlight its use in the classroom. A concept portfo-
lio can overlap with benchmark and inquiry portfolios in terms of what it meas-
ures in regards to its impact on student learning. A concept portfolio generally 
consists of an introduction to the pedagogical concept (e.g. background of it, 
its history, its use), the faculty member’s background and experience with the 
approach, an overview of the course and how the concept applies to it, demon-
stration of the concept in the course, an assessment of its impact on the course, 
and a discussion of resources or approaches for others looking to implement the 
concept.

Consider the use of classroom response systems (‘clickers’). A concept portfo-
lio would fi rst introduce what clickers are, their history, and how they are used. 
Potentially this review would include references to existing literature about their 
use. Next, the portfolio would highlight the faculty member’s use of clickers 
in the featured course. The portfolio would include some explanation or dem-
onstration of the clicker’s use. This explanation could take place in text, but 
could also be demonstrated by a video of how students use clickers for a partic-
ular classroom activity. The next portfolio section could provide an assessment 
of how clickers have impacted student learning within the course. The portfolio 
could conclude with advice or resources for interested readers who might want 
to apply clickers in their own courses.

The following example of a concept portfolio, Ochoa (2005) introduces the con-
cept of problem-based learning (PBL). In particular, this faculty author is inter-
ested in how to prepare future teachers to understand and educate students who 
have disabilities. She uses multi-media problem-based learning simulations to 
advance these goals. In this portfolio, the faculty author introduces PBL, talks 
about how it is used in her course, and uses videos to demonstrate actual stu-
dent interactions within her course, and references existing literature on prob-
lem-based learning within teacher education.



273

Types of Faculty Course Portfolios to Showcase Classroom Practices and Student Learning

3  Assessment of Impact

At the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, in the past 12 years we have supported 
faculty in developing over 300 course portfolios. In 2009-2010, a three-stage 
data collection strategy was used to measure the impact that writing a course 
portfolio had for 26 faculty members. The faculty were surveyed three times: 
prior to writing their course portfolio (P), at the completion of their writing their 
course portfolio (D) and 8 months following their having completed their port-
folio (F). The objective was to measure the impact of writing a portfolio and 
observe if the changes were lasting. The responses (Table 1) highlight that writ-
ing a course portfolio improved faculty members’ perceptions of themselves as 
instructors, their development of their courses, and their classroom practices. In 
most cases, faculty indicate that the impact of writing the portfolio is lasting and 
has become part of their professional practice.

Table 1: Percentage of faculty response (n=26) regarding the impact on their teaching 
from having written a course portfolio.

In the third survey, all (100%) of the faculty indicated that the process of creat-
ing a course portfolio was useful to them and that it challenged or extended their 
ideas about teaching. Similarly, 80% reported that developing a portfolio chal-
lenged or extended their ideas about their students’ learning, and 75% reported 
seeing changes in their students’ learning. As a fi nal metric, 82% of the faculty 
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agreed that they were overall better teachers at the end of the portfolio develop-
ment process.

4  Final Comments

Faculty members are being called upon to document and make public their 
teaching in light of concerns about accountability for improving student learn-
ing. Course portfolios are a valuable medium for capturing the scholarly work of 
one’s teaching by combining inquiry into the intellectual work of a course with 
a careful investigation of the quality of student understanding and performance. 
Course portfolios enable a faculty member to document the careful, diffi cult, 
and intentional scholarly work of planning and teaching a course. A course port-
folio also opens the scholarship and the practice of teaching to the light of colle-
gial comment; by soliciting the open and professional reaction of peers, a faculty 
member can obtain the kind of informative feedback that is needed for genuine 
development of new classroom approaches. As the portfolio examples featured 
in this chapter highlight, developing a course portfolio in an electronic format 
increases the accessibility for them to be shared, reviewed, and used by others. 
Beyond the formative and summative benefi ts for individual faculty develop-
ment, Goodburn and Savory (2009) discuss how these types of efforts can also 
sponsor institutional innovation and assessment. 

If we want students to be engaged in their learning, we need faculty engaged 
in their teaching. Through writing a course portfolio and then having it availa-
ble for external assessment by colleagues, a faculty member can become a bet-
ter teacher, enhancing the classroom experience for both current and future stu-
dent learners in all of their courses. One faculty member (Soliz 2012) described 
the benefi ts of writing a course portfolio in this way: 

“I am now much more systematic in the design of course objectives and 
activities. More importantly, I feel more confi dent in my assessment tech-
niques and therefore I am able to more accurately assess student out-
comes and make appropriate changes. One of the best results is that it 
gets me excited and engaged in my courses which obviously spills over 
into the classroom.”
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