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1. Synopsis

a. Purpose and Anticipated Student Learning Gains: The question I proposed to investigate was “Does
the use of digital portfolios in ENG 102 enhance student critical thinking and dispositions in writing
assignments?” Research, theory, and practice in the field of rhetoric and composition have led many
educators to question the “transferability” of writing skills. For instance, how do the skills, habits, and
attitudes learned in first-year composition programs best bridge into other courses, enabling students
across the curriculum to develop successful critical thinking skills and dispositions? Many theorists
propose that one of the most effective strategies for promoting critical thinking in writing is the high
impact practice of writing in electronic contexts. Keith Rhodes argues ‘. . . according to a 1998 NAEP
exam, portfolio use is one of the few pedagogical methods to ‘cause predictable and significant
increases in writing ability, controlling for other factors” (qtd. in Wardle 771). If students do indeed
become more engaged as critical thinkers through writing using digital portfolios, the likelihood of
transferability of writing skills to other courses across the curriculum, in the major, and in the workplace
is much greater. While this study will not be measuring actual “transfer,” it is assumed improved critical
thinking and dispositions through effective teaching strategies will have great impact, benefiting the
students’ success in other writing contexts.

While ENG 102 is classified as a first-year course, I believe the skills developed here are “sophomoric”
for two reasons. First, most students have already practiced critical thinking through reading and
writing assignments in both GWS 101 and ENG 101, so ENG 102 is the third and last course in the series
of courses focused on a composition curriculum. Second, the course objectives of ENG 102 work toward
advancing reading and writing across the curriculum, where students are often co-enrolled in
sophomore-level courses that demand increasing levels of critical thinking. The digital portfolio is the
culmination of the work students have performed as they cross the threshold to the sophomore year.
The Council of Writing Program Administrators has identified five key outcomes for first-year
composition, one of which emphasizes the importance of critical reflection through composing in
electronic environments:

By the end of first-year composition, students should:
• Use electronic environments for drafting, reviewing, revising, editing, and sharing texts
• Locate, evaluate, organize, and use research material collected from electronic sources,

including scholarly library databases; other official databases (e.g., federal government
databases); and informal electronic networks and internet sources

• Understand and exploit the differences in the rhetorical strategies and in the affordances
available for both print and electronic composing processes and texts

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether the use of digital portfolios in ENG 102 would
provide evidence to suggest student learning gains.

b. Brief Summary of Method: Most ENG 102 courses are taught at Ferrum College using the traditional
method of assessment of assigning a grade to an individual assignment turned in as a hard copy to the
instructor. However, many composition programs have recognized the value of shifting the focus of
assessment on the actual process of learning over the course of the semester via the portfolio method,
particularly in an electronic context.

High impact practices were implemented as methods to provide opportunities for students to enhance
critical thinking and disposition:
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Digital portfolios were used toward helping students through the process of undergraduate research.
Specifically, students submitted the individual pieces of the research and writing process to their
research portfolio: a brainstorm or freewrite, working bibliography, outline, working thesis, draft, peer
responses, self response, and multiple revisions. The class worked in a computer lab, using an
interactive electronic program to improve grammar and mechanics.

In addition, the students participated in a common intellectual experience as they engaged in
discussions and writing of shared readings and assignments. Because the designated ENG 102 course
theme was “Myths, Dreams, and Legends,” the students read and write across the curriculum in various
genres on topics related to Jungian psychology, ancient history, religious rituals, and popular culture.
Students worked in a computer lab in collaborative small research groups designated by topic. These
groups generated topics together in the inquiry process, gathered and read information from library
web databases, and shared resources with their peer groups.

c. Hypotheses/Assumptions Inherent in Method: I assumed ENG 102 students would improve their
critical thinking through reading and writing in electronic contexts, particularly through the use of digital
portfolios. I anticipated that as they worked with the electronic tools both in and out of the classroom
they would become stronger thinkers, readers, and writers. Because students could see their progress
from assignment to assignment, and because they could access an electronic repository of feedback, I
hypothesized that they would be better able to reflect upon their writing process. As a result, I believed
they would be able to identify weakness in the patterns in their thinking, a meta-awareness which I
expected would work toward the improvement of critical thinking, and, thus, critical reading and writing
skills.

2. Implementation Details

a. Instructor Preparation Requirements: In order to prepare for class, I created a syllabus and
schedule with all the required reading material available in advance. I prepared assignment descriptions
for each paper, detailing the expectations of student performance and outlining the writing process
involved. I also set up digital portfolios for each of the students on ANGEL, where they could post their
papers. I then prepared each student for the next writing assignment by posting the graded papers back
to their portfolio with grammatical corrections and several comments. Finally, I set up a grammar
tutorial in the Library Computer Lab, where students tested their own understanding of the material
after I facilitated each lesson.

b. Classroom Activities: Students spent class time reflecting on questions about the reading, which led
them to discover their own and others’ underlying assumptions. They explored these ideas in
collaborative small and large group discussions. Often they were assigned individual reading responses
at the beginning of class, where they wrote a short passage in response to a given prompt that indicated
how well they comprehended the out-of-class reading, while giving them an opportunity to make
connections and reflect on the issues.

Students spent class time composing in the different phases of the writing process brainstorming!
freewriting; outlining; and drafting introduction, body, and conclusion paragraphs. During class time,
students met in their collaborative research groups, working in the computer lab together to gather
information and resources during the research process. Finally, students also spent class time in peer
response workshops. They paired off and provided feedback and suggestions for their classmates’
rough drafts.
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c. Out of Class Activities and Expectations for Students: For a series of different writing assignments,
students were required to read assigned materials outside of class and prepare to discuss how to
summarize, critique, synthesize, and analyze the material. For the last two papers, students were
expected to conduct further research of peer-reviewed scholarly articles on their own time, which they
were to incorporate into their own arguments in their research papers.

Students were expected to work through the majority of the composing process outside of class,
preparing a strong rough draft for the peer workshop. They were then expected to revise and edit their
papers to upload to their portfolios. They were often encouraged strongly to visit me during my office
hours or visit the Writing Center during their composing processes, Finally, students were expected to
read through my corrections and comments on their grades papers. They were to expected to follow
the progress of their digital portfolios to help them improve their writing skills.

3. Assessment of Student Learning Gains

a. Method(s) of Assessment: Because I had the unique advantage of teaching two sections of ENG 102
in the spring, I taught the two sections differently, with one serving as the control group. The control
group section was taught the traditional way (grading individual paper assignments via hand-written
comments on hard copies). This class met in a traditional classroom with an instructor computer with
overhead projector, and we met in the Stanley Library Computer Lab for in-class research. In the other
section, I used the digital portfolio to grade paper assignments in an electronic context, focusing
comments on the process of improvement from one paper to the next. We also met in the Stanley
Library Computer Lab for research groups, but we used the lab for electronic lessons in grammar and
mechanics as well.

In each section, used the California Critical Thinking and Disposition Inventory as a pre- and post- test.
I also measured their progress by tracking their grades on major assignments. I compared each section
based on the level of improvement from each paper assignment to the next.

b. Results of Assessment: In the control group, out of 21 students, the first paper grade average was a
75%. The last paper grade average was a 82%. The overall final grade point average was 2.9. However,
in the section using digital portfolios, out of 18 students, the first paper grade average was a 70%. The
last paper grade average was a 74%. The overall final grade point average was 2.5.

In the control group, the increase from first to last paper assignment was approximately 7 points. In the
digital portfolio group, however, the increase from first to last paper assignment was approximately 5
points. The overall final grade point average was .4% in the control group.

The California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory (CCTDI) pre- and post- tests indicated the following
mean-average results:

r- J_Pre-Test Post-Test Change_jjurnber of Testers
Control_Group 271 -2

__________

Digital Portfolio Group 287 -- 270 -17
-

________

In the control group, 14 out of 20 students took both the pre- and post-test, and in the digital portfolio
group, 10 out of 19 students took both tests. The results of the CCTDI suggest that overall critical
thinking and disposition in both classes declined throughout the semester. The most significant decline
occurred in the course that used digital portfolios.
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Overall, the results of both course grades and the CCTDI pre- and post-tests do not indicate directly that
the digital portfolios proved to be the more effective assessment tool. In both sections, however, the
grades improved for the most part as the semester wore on.

c. Lessons Learned from Assessment: I do believe there are many other qualitative variables at play,
such as overall class dynamic and energy levels that differ from the beginning to the end of the semester
when the pre-and post-tests were taken. I don’t believe comparing the two groups’ overall graded
performance is the most accurate assessment measure since the control group performed more
strongly consistently throughout the semester.

I learned that in order to more accurately represent learning gain by using a control group, I have to
more carefully select an appropriate population. Even though the two sections of ENG 102 both
enrolled second semester freshmen, for the most part, the overall student performance varied greatly. I
learned that when using such a small sample size, looking instead at a control group that more closely
matches the incoming level of writing skill would be more effective, This consistency will provide a more
accurate measurement from pre- to post- tests in the CCTDI and in the major writing assignments over
the course of the semester.

4. Description of Technology or Other Specialized Materials Required
Students required access to computers in order to access their digital portfolios and engage in the
research process. They also required an Internet connection. I had originally hoped that students could
compose, research, and collaborate in electronic environments in class. I had designed the course to
meet in a computer classroom; however, I had to shift to a traditional classroom at the last minute right
before the semester started.

5. Availability of Necessary Equipment, Training, or Resources
One of the biggest challenges to conducting this study was the unavailability of a computer lab as a
meeting location. Although I was able to find an open computer classroom in Beckham and successfully
secured it, I was later informed that my classroom had to be changed to a traditional one since a
computer science class had been added and required the availability of my classroom. When I tried to
reserve the Stanley Library Computer Lab once a week for an hour, I was told by our librarian that those
times could not be secured due to the needs of other courses like GWS 101 and the many first-year
composition sections. I then asked about the possibility of my students renting laptops from the college,
but I was told there was a strict time-limit on those check-outs, and we did not have enough extras to
make that a possibility for 20 students for a semester. Our VPAA at the time, Dr. Leslie Lambert, said
that the college was looking into providing laptops to all incoming freshmen in the near future; however,
I never heard about reference to this idea again after our initial conversation. Without the needed
resources, learning to compose in electronic contexts will continue to present our students a real
challenge. Students at many other colleges practice and learn in-class writing on computers, but at
Ferrum, we still have them writing on paper with pen on small desktops rather than laptops.

6. Bibliography

Wardle, Elizabeth. ‘Mutt Genres’ and the Goal of PVC: Can We Help Students Write the Genres of the
University? College Composition and Communication 60.4 (2009): 765-89. Print.

“WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition.” Council of Writing Program Administrators,
November, 2012. web

Page 4


