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INTRODUCTION: 
 
The Life Sciences Program (LSP) is the largest undergraduate program in the Faculty of Science.  It is the 
first choice of many students due to the interdisciplinary nature of the program’s home courses, and the 
diversity course selection from the contributing Departments.  As there are few required courses for 
degree completion, students have the flexibility to design their own program, choosing courses that span 
multiple disciplines. 
 
There are many advantages to a program that is not heavily prescribed.  A student is in control of his/her 
own learning.  While there are few required courses, we are introducing streams that guide students in 
course selection.  The proposed streams are Life Sciences and Human Health, Life Sciences and Global 
Environment, Life Sciences and Communication and Education, Life Sciences, Law, Policy, and Society, 
Life Sciences and Business. While we are excited about these routes, students need a system for 
organizing their self-developed program.  Such a system would allow students to organize course 
selection, plan relevant minors, and supplement their degree with independent academic and non-
academic experiences. 
 
Student portfolios are tools that allow students to track their progress in their academic and non-academic 
learning experiences, to reflect systematically over time on the learning process, and to develop aptitudes, 
skills, and habits that come from critical reflection (Zubizarreta, 2004).  The Life Sciences program has 
been anticipating the introduction of the ePortfolio within Avenue to Learn and has proposed a multi-
phase implementation of this tool for our students.  We believe, like Michelson & Mandell (2004), that 
portfolio development provides students with a reflective bridge by encouraging self-exploration, 
dialogue, and critique, all while offering them a way of experiencing themselves as both knowledgeable 
and skilled.  We see the learning portfolio as a tool that promotes student ownership of learning 
(Tompkins et al, 2010), recognizes that learning occurs constantly through life (Batson 2011), and 
encourages students to make meaning from learning by connecting disparate experiences (Peet, 2010). 
 
We recognize that the Forward with Integrity process has identified learning portfolios as a possible tool 
intended to guide and track each student’s unique learning journey.  We expect that the implementation of 
this proposal will provide some valuable insight into the implementation of learning portfolios at 
McMaster University.  While some small-scale pilots are currently being considered (e.g. iSci), these are 
small, elite, and specialized programs.  Implementing a learning portfolio project in the Life Sciences 
program, which educates approximately 1200 students each year, will have greater reach and large-scale 
impact.  As suggested in the Advisory Group’s Emerging Landscape document, we see the learning 
portfolio as a vehicle for encouraging and capturing critical elements of the students’ learning experience 
at McMaster.  In order to minimize the risk of potential silos developing across campus with respect to 
what is implemented, we plan to share our own impressions, challenges faced, students’ feedback, and 
recommendations with the university through annual reports to the president’s office (and any advisory 
group or working groups that are working on learning portfolio at a pan-university level) and also at 
academic conferences, both local (e.g. McMaster’s Research on Teaching and Learning conference 
hosted by the Centre for Leadership in Learning) and national (e.g. the Society for Teaching and Learning 
in Higher Education’s annual conference). 
 
Our vision is for the implementation of a program-based online learning portfolio (ePortfolio) that 
students would supplement each year with documents and reflections from various courses and co-
curricular activities. 



 
Implementation of the program-based ePortfolios will be gradual, with various phases proposed.  This 
year, we have introduced students to the idea of selecting and reflecting upon a possible piece of evidence 
from their course that demonstrates the development of a skill that they feel will serve them well in either 
future learning or future career.  Reflecting is a task that life sciences students have seldom been asked to 
do.  Thus, we are using this semester to build the necessary teaching guidelines and provide students with 
the opportunity to practice this new task.  From this point, we plan to add further complexity to the 
expectations, while building upon our teaching strategies and tools to be able to teach students and 
provide them with ample opportunity to receive feedback on their work in developing worthwhile 
learning portfolios.  When the portfolios are fully implemented, we are currently envisioning that the 
learning outcomes demonstrated by graduating students are articulated below. We recognize and remain 
open to the possibility that, based upon the implementation experience and student feedback, these 
intentions may change.  
 

 
The requested support is for the initial course-based phases, however, the full project is described for 
context. 
 
PHASE 1:  FALL 2012/13   IN PROGRESS 
OVERVIEW: Introduction of ePortfolio on Avenue to Learn platform to students in Life Sci 2A03: 

Research Methods in the Life Sciences.  Life Sci 2A03 is a core, required course for all students in 
the LSP. 

IMPLEMENTATION: In lecture, students are introduced to the ePortfolios and in tutorial they initiate their 
ePortfolios with the help of teaching assistants. The course provides guidelines on linking learning 
assignments to personal skill development and reflecting upon learning experiences. 

STUDENT EVALUATION: Students will receive a tutorial grade for initiating the ePortfolio and they will 
receive critical feedback on the expression of their reflections. 

PROJECT DEVELOPMENT FEEDBACK: Students will be asked to participate in end of term surveys on the 
ePortfolios. 

 
PHASE 2:  WINTER  2012/13   FUNDING AND SUPPORT REQUESTED 
OVERVIEW: Introduction of ePortfolio in Life Sci 2A03.  This phase will establish the tools and training to 

assist students in the initial development of their personal ePortfolios and the means to continue the 
ePortfolio throughout their program. 

IMPLEMENTATION: The requested funding is for creation of online tools and tutorials for students. 
BUDGET: The requested support is for $2879.50 to hire two undergraduate students (65 hours x 

$22.15/hour) to help develop and test the online learning materials for students.  In addition, the 
support from the Centre for Leadership in Learning will be sought (including ePortfolios, 
instructional design, and multimedia). 

 

STUDENT PORTFOLIO OUTCOMES: 
1) Demonstration of skills development (including UDLEs) 
• Scientific literacy including an understanding of scientific concepts and mechanisms 
• The ability to engage in scientific discourse with evidence-based arguments 
• The ability to read primary research literature and to analyze and interpret data 

2) Demonstration of an academic plan  
• Reflection upon volunteerism, placements, experiential learning, thesis research 
• Rationalization of program and course selection within framework of career planning 

 



PHASE 3:  FALL/WINTER  2013/14  FUNDING AND SUPPORT REQUESTED 
Students who began their ePortfolio in level 2 will be asked to continue developing their portfolios by 

adding documents from experiential learning courses (Life Sci 3EP3: Science Placement and Life 
Sci 3RP3: Research Placement).  The Life Sciences program is introducing a new placement course 
in level 2 (Life Sci 2AP3: Academic Placement).  Evaluation of this placement will be tied to the 
ePortfolios to ensure common goals and expectations for level 2 students. 

IMPLEMENTATION: The requested funding is for creation of online tutorials to assist students in the 
development of their ePortfolios and reflect upon experiential learning that occurs beyond the 
traditional structure and evaluation tools found in a lecture course. 

BUDGET: The requested support is for $2879.50 for two undergraduate students during the Spring 2013 
term to evaluate the effectiveness of Phase 2 through the analysis of surveys and interviews and to 
develop the Level 3 placement portfolio tools (65 hours x $22.15/hour) and $1439.75 for one 
undergraduate student during Summer 2013 to develop the application of ePortfolios in the Level 2 
placement.  In addition, the support from the Centre for Leadership in Learning will be utilized 
(including ePortfolios, instructional design, and multimedia). 

 
PHASE 4:  FALL  2014/15    
Students in level 4 of their program will be required to add their program capstone experiences from 

small learning environments and learning experiences from other disciplines to their ePortfolios. 
 
 
CONCLUSION: At the completion of all phases, we would like our graduating students to submit their 
ePortfolio as part of program completion. The project cannot progress to a program-based portfolio 
without the initial funding requested in this proposal.  At the end of each phase, students will be asked for 
their feedback on what worked well with the ePortfolios and how the ePortfolios could work better to 
improve their learning experiences within the program. The results of the student feedback and best 
practices learned from the application of these pilots in a large undergraduate program will be shared with 
greater McMaster community through CLL. 
 
 
 
TOTAL FUNDING REQUESTED:  $7198.75 for stipends to support TAs who will be developing supporting 
materials for student guidance in developing personal ePortfolios in addition to resources and technical 
support available from the Centre for Leadership and Learning.  We seek have half of these funds from 
the President’s Fund ($3600) and a matching contribution from the Dean of Science ($3600).  
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