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Abstract

Ubiquitous Information communication technologies (ICT) and dynamics in today’s society (both disruptive and progressive changes) are increasingly driving adoption of e-learning models at all levels of education. Previous research has shown that the synergy between learner and assessment centered dimensions are antecedent to knowledge centeredness which is a key goal in higher education. This paper offers insights on how to address the key challenges facing Universities in implementation of competence-based learning through effective use of e-portfolio in e-learning as a tool for fostering learner and assessment centeredness. The ultimate goal is to enhance understanding on effective integration of e-portfolio in e-learning courses as a strategy for promoting competence-based education, while providing information that serve formative and summative purposes. It is also important to emphasize that use of e-portfolio as a tool for assessment for learning (formative assessment) is an integral requirement for active and meaningful engagement particularly in e-learning settings. Formative assessment should be seamlessly integrated within teaching and learning processes; and it entails enabling adequate opportunities for continuous monitoring and assessment to inform formative feedback. However, such a focus has been lacking or inadequate based on what characterizes continuous assessment in many Universities e-learning settings. This implies that the validity of continuous assessment cannot be realized without purposeful focus on formative assessment and tailored feedback. This briefing paper therefore aims to offer better understanding on the role of e-portfolios from a contextualized perspective as an important pedagogical strategy for enhancing e-learning. Contextualization implies paying attention to the unique needs of particular e-learning settings including ICT capacity, learners’ needs and experiences. Drawing from related literature and practical experiences, this paper offers best practices that need to be emphasized in applying e-portfolios to promote learner and assessment centeredness that are desirable for achievement of envisaged core competences. 
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Introduction

Assessment is a key aspect in teaching and learning processes at all levels of education. Research and practice-based evidence elucidate assessment as one of the core elements of an effectively designed learning environments (Bransford et al., 2000; Kyei-Blankson et al., 2016). The other key elements include knowledge; learner and community centered learning experiences. Assessment centeredness implies providing learners with adequate opportunities to demonstrate their developing abilities, illuminate their learning needs, and opportunities to receive continuous formative feedback (Gikandi & morrow, 2016). Intertwined with assessment centeredness is learner centered perspectives which imply learning engagement that is congruent with individual learner’s strengths, interests and real-life experiences (Bransford et al., 2000, pp. 129-154). Assessment is therefore one of the most influential factors that affect learning and teaching in formal educational settings (Bransford et al., 2000; Gikandi et al., 2011; Peculea & Peculea, 2019). Empirical research has also shown that the synergy between learner and assessment centered dimensions are antecedent to knowledge centeredness which is a key goal in education (Rich et al., 2014; Gikandi, 2018; Vonderwell et al., 2007). Similarly, community centeredness is crucial in promoting the other three elements by fostering interactive collaborations among the learners, and between learners and the teacher (Dyer, 2018; Ladyshewsky, 2013).

 A key component in the competence-based education is re-alignment of teaching, learning and assessment with a shift from high-stake examinations to application of knowledge and competence-oriented assessment. Various researchers emphasize that effective pedagogical approaches require that assessment is aligned and integrated to teaching and learning processes (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007; Vondewell et al., 2007). According to these researchers, productive higher education requires appropriate alignment among teaching, learning and assessment in order to adequately meet the rapidly evolving needs for professional learners in the knowledge society (Lara, et al., 2020). The ultimate goal is to nurture learners’ potential and promote development of core competences and skills which include communication and collaboration; self-efficacy; critical thinking and problem solving; creativity and imagination; citizenship; digital literacy; and learning to learn. The pedagogical approach being advanced in this paper also emphasize on establishing congruent assessment strategies in e-learning  settings that reinforce the current needs of digital society including computer-supported learning and digital literacy. E-learning in this context refers to a range of educational delivery modes including online learning, blended learning, and computer-supported distance learning. Facilitating embedded assessment through use of e-portfolios implies leveraging ubiquitous ICT to integrate continuous assessment for both formative and summative purposes (Gikandi, 2019). This enables use of e-portfolio to facilitate active learning and tailored teaching, thus actualizing the potential of e-portfolios as a tool for competence-based education. More importantly, effective use of e-portfolios in University education will also support progressively documentation of assessment processes and products thus enhancing learners’ engagement and quality formative feedback. More importantly, effective use of e-portfolios in University education will also support progressively documentation of assessment processes and products for enhanced quality, fairness and transparency; aspects that are critical in educational assessment. 

Continuous assessment for both formative and summative purposes is an important aspect in formal education as a way of establishing that learning goals and expected outcomes are being achieved (Khare & Lam, 2008; Fiock, 2020; Simon, 2019). Formative assessment is embedded within the concept of embedded assessment and is holistically defined as continuous assessment based on sustained engagement in learning activities within a supportive social context that expand teachable moments to scaffold learning (Gikandi, 2015; Kilis & Yildirim, 2019; Martin et al., 2019). This implies that the validity and reliability of continuous assessment cannot be realized without consideration of what formative assessment entails (Clark, 2010; Simon, 2019). However, this has been lacking in most cases based on what characterizes assessment in many educational settings particularly in e-learning settings. The concept of formative assessment is based on three core processes that are fundamental to assessment for learning as conceptualized by various authors (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Sadler, 1989; Glassmeyer et al., 2011; Peculea & Peculea, 2019; Vonderwell & Boboc, 2013). These processes are: “establishing where the learners are in their learning; establishing where they are going; and establishing what needs to be done to get them there” (Black & Wiliam, 2009, p. 7). Correspondingly, it is the convergence of the concept of online formative assessment and affordances of ICT that bring forth the concept of e-portfolios. In this context, online formative assessment is conceptualized as the use of ICT to support the iterative processes of establishing what, how much and how well students are learning. These processes aim to inform tailored formative feedback and scaffold learning in ways that recognize that all learners are capable and with respect to the learning goals and expected outcomes. 

In light of the aforementioned viewpoints, it is important for our education system to go beyond the concept of ‘assessment of learning; that is characterized by summative assessment and actualized through examinations and instead, coherently incorporate innovative pedagogical approaches that emphasize assessment as an integral part of teaching and learning, thus assessment for learning; characterized by continuous formative assessment and continuum between formative and summative assessment. The convergence of continuous formative-oriented assessment and the affordances of ICT offers congruent basis for application of an integrated online continuous assessment tool (e-portfolio). E-portfolio refers to digitally-supported pedagogical strategy towards development of core educational competencies; a sustained learner-centered process that involves purposeful collection of artifacts and reflections on achieved learning goals and outcomes within which learning processes and products are progressively demonstrated and documented via digital information objects (Gikandi, 2018). As being advanced here, use of e-portfolio as innovative pedagogical approaches with a focus on learner and assessment centeredness are desirable to achieve envisaged educational outcomes in Universities. Use of e-portfolios will greatly contribute towards effective pedagogical approaches especially in e-learning settings through stimulating active participation, sustained interactivity and meaningful engagement. 
Statement of the problem

As Kenyan government continue to formulate strategies towards realization of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Vision 2030, it is now agreeable that inclusive and quality education for all is a fundamental goal. A key goal in adopting e-portfolio as a pedagogical strategy is to facilitate re-alignment of teaching, learning and assessment with an aim to promote meaningful learning and shift emphasis from high-stake examinations to application of knowledge. In this way, the University educators will be able to nurture learners’ potential and promote development of transferable knowledge and skills particularly the seven key competences: Communication and collaboration; self-efficacy; critical thinking and problem solving; creativity and imagination; citizenship; digital literacy; and learning to learn. Moreover, the Government of Kenya (GoK) through Sessional paper No. 2 of 2015 indicate that the current education system does not provide appropriate pedagogical approaches and sufficient resources to facilitate development of the envisioned core competences (GOK, 2015).In particular, three key problem areas are discernible within the context of online higher education in many developing nations including Kenya. Firstly, there has been more emphasis on summative examinations in Kenyan Universities while little attention is geared towards formative assessment to stimulate active learning, interactive collaboration, critical thinking, skills development and lifelong learning. In particular, it is apparent that the value of continuous assessment has been recognized from a narrow perspective. This is manifested by the nature of assessment whereby learners are offered continuous assessment tests and assignments which are more often not based on realistic scenarios and are inadequately embedded within teaching and learning processes. In the same vein, there are limited opportunities for sustained monitoring, formative assessment and tailored feedback. This situation is more critical in e-learning settings where opportunities for formative feedback are limited due to the nature of interactivity. The key focus of this briefing paper is to offer insights on effective use of e-portfolios towards operationalizing integration of assessment into teaching and learning for achievement of desirable educational outcomes. 

Secondly, as e-learning become widespread in Kenya, this call for congruent approaches to incorporate assessment for learning through use of e-portfolios. However, strategies on effective integration of formative-oriented assessment are not adequately formulated to fit e-learning environments. While acknowledging that the concept of continuous assessment is embraced in the current e-learning approaches, most Universities especially in developing nations are yet to explore and validate how assessment will be operationalized to serve both formative ad summative purpose within the nexus of competence-based higher education. More visibly inadequate is empirical research on how assessment in the e-learning settings is going to become effective as Universities increasingly adopt e-learning approaches. Strategies for effective integration of continuous assessment are not yet adequately formulated particularly in the e-learning initiatives that are still evolving in many Kenyan Universities. The author offers insights that can inform effective e-learning approaches for competence-based learning and assessment through re-conceptualization of assessment as a continuous process that encompasses a balance between formative and summative assessment.
Thirdly, assessment in e-learning settings being an emerging pedagogical concern, it is pertinent to ground the new learning and assessment approaches on congruent educational theories and evidence-based research. As earlier articulated, validity of continuous assessment is founded on the concept of formative assessment and feedback with the ultimate goal to foster meaningful learner engagement and transferable learning. This implies the need to underpin assessment in e-learning settings on theoretical perspectives that promote authentic and experiential learning. Use of e-portfolios guided by congruent theoretical perspectives can serve as a suitable pedagogical strategy to address the aforementioned problem areas towards realizing desirable educational outcomes. 
Rationale

Use of e-portfolios as a strategy to shift focus from examinations (summative assessment) to continuous and formative-oriented assessment can provide a framework for departure from passive learning to active and scenario-based learning. This is particularly essential in e-learning settings to support learners hone digital literacy skills and core competences including creativity, decision-making and problem-solving. Facilitating these competences imply designing scenario-based and contextualized learning environments in ways that support learners to engage meaningfully with authentic activities that are appropriately complex and have real-world relevance. Engaging learners within such an authentic learning environments promotes experiential and transferable learning. These outcomes align with the goals and objectives of the sustainable development goals (SDGs), Constitution of Kenya 2010 and Kenya Vision 2030.  

More importantly, in considering the expected continuum and balance between continuous (formative) assessment and summative assessment through use of e-portfolios, such an approach can promote quality, fairness and transparency in assessment. This is mainly because, e-portfolios can efficiently and effectively support progressively documentation and monitoring of learner’s progress, enable unlimited and cumulative sources of formative feedback and facilitate multiple assessors. 

Additionally, emphasis on continuous assessment while leveraging on ubiquitous ICT tools as enabler for e-learning can promote digital literacy which imply increased use of ICT to search for, analyze, integrate, manage and evaluate information. Digital literacy is a fundamental core competence in the modern information-based society and instrumental to efficient and effective communication. More importantly, it is precursor to interactive collaborations between the teacher and learners and among learners.  These in turn, increase opportunities for active learning and formative feedback. In these ways, online continuous assessment can synergetically promote digital literacy and stimulate meaningful learning experiences in ways that nurtures learners’ capabilities and stimulate them to progressively focus on mastery of knowledge and valuable skills, hence competence-based education. However, these opportunities have not been fully explored in Kenya.

Synergetically, as literature suggest, ICT should be cross-cutting in all subjects; and not taught and examined independent of its functionality, compellingly therefore, use of e-portfolios will provide an authentic way to operationalize the goal of promoting digital literacy. This implies that ICT will naturally become an essential tool for facilitating teaching and ‘continuous assessment for learning’ as aforementioned. This paper seeks to stimulate engagement in empirical studies and training in education towards improving operationalization of the competence-oriented assessment in e-learning contexts in Kenyan Universities, and could also inform other developing nations with similar educational goals.

Conclusion, Recommendations and Way Forward

The key purpose of this briefing paper is to offer insights on how e-portfolios can be re-purposed as a strategy to stimulate learners’ active engagement within e-learning environments. The ultimate goal is to address the key challenges facing Universities in implementation of competence-based learning especially in the context of online education. Three key problem areas that are affecting e-learning in developing nations including Kenya have been identified. Use of e-portfolios guided by congruent theoretical perspectives can serve as a suitable pedagogical strategy to address the aforementioned problem areas. Such a strategy will facilitate realization of desirable educational outcomes. 
Effective use of e-portfolios can foster active learning and shared responsibility and enable e-learning environments that moves beyond expanding access to higher education to improving the quality of learning. Indeed, it is in this way that educators can be encouraged and supported to promote use of ICT in way that increase the quality of online higher education as it gains momentum in developing countries. This calls for in-depth empirical research in assessing the role of e-portfolio in promoting competence-based e-learning in Universities. Such studies need to focus on critical understanding of various aspects such as assessing the faculty perceptions towards assessing students in e-learning settings; establishing the key elements of e-portfolio that influences competence-based learning and assessment; analysis of related issues of concern in e-portfolio assessment in order to inform development of a holistic framework for effective implementation of e-portfolios within e-learning settings in Universities. 

Figure 1 summarizes the key characteristics of formative-oriented assessment that need to be integrated in designing an effective learning environment towards achievement of desirable outcomes. Drawing from critical review of related literature Figure 1 depicts the key characteristics underlying effectiveness of online formative assessment founded on e-portfolio approach for effective assessment for learning (Gikandi, 2018; Glassmeyer et al., 2011; Peculea & Peculea, 2019; Vonderwell & Boboc, 2013). The emerging key characteristics are highlighted in bolded italics. The circular shape of the figure indicates that these characteristics were iterative and interrelated. These key characteristics were identified with an aim to provide insights that may guide practice in design and implementation of online formative assessment. In addition to these guidelines, it is important for practitioners and researchers to take into account specific contextual needs which implies the need to conduct empirical studies in varying settings that represent diverse situationality and complexity (institutional context, external factors and specific models of e-learning in developing countries) with the aim to increase opportunities to learn more about best practices.

[image: image1.emf]Figure 1: Overview of the nine key characteristics of formative-oriented e-portfolio for effective assessment for assessment 
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