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Content-Rich Curriculum, 
Project-Based Learning, 
and ePortfolios 

Innovations in First-Year Writing Curriculum



Julie Lindquist, renown Rhetorician and writing teacher, 
suggests that we question the idea that "teaching 
inclusively is (only) a matter of teaching 'about' diversity, 
rather than a matter of creating storied learning 
experience." 

A blend of Project-Based Learning with 
content-rich courses can empower 
students to experience and explore 
storied learning on their own terms.  
They can track, document, and share 
their work through ePortfolios.



Mary Louis Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone

Mary Louise Pratt's keynote address at the 1990 
Responsibilities for Literacy Conference [NCTE Affiliate] 
recognized the valuable tools schools give to students but 
found it "unforgivable that schooling itself" gives students 
nothing meaningful to do with these tools and knowledge. 

I propose that ePortfolios combined with other 
High Impact Practices [HIPs] –more specifically, 
Project-Based Learning—can cultivate rich 
experiences that build on what students know and 
what they want to know through Signature 
Assignments. 

This blend can help faculty members create 
storied learning experiences.



This is an argument for more flexibility in the way we 
optimize common intellectual experiences [general 
education and pathways courses] through Project-
Based Learning that includes transparent learning, 
shared in student ePortfolios.

• ePortfolios use in content-rich 
courses provides unique 
opportunities for students to 
build self-contained, reflective 
websites that document the 
exploration, research, and
content-specific 
documentation processes 
through multi-modal discourse 
strategies, like images, 
hyperlinks, videos, and 
embedded objects.

• When well done, Project-Based 
Learning [PBL] provides unique 
opportunities for students to build 
self-confidence and academic 
independence as they self-select 
the project scope, research, 
readings, purpose, and target 
audience. Research verifies that 
PBL enhances learning across  
demographics; PBL creates more 
equity and access through quality 
research opportunities.



What is Project-Based Learning?

PBL is a curricularly integrative, real-world, 
multi-phase, iterative project completed over 
an extended process [8+ week] that involves 
stakeholders beyond the classroom.

>Authentic Assignment 
real world relevance & application

>Authentic Audience 
shared beyond teacher/class peers

>Authentic Outcomes 
all student work is grounded in research



Elements & Practices of PBL
Buck Institute: Gold Standard PBL/ 
https://www.pblworks.org/what-is-pbl
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AAC&U https://www.aacu.org/

Signature Assignments

https://www.aacu.org/


PBL / Signature 
Assignments
Stack HIPs within the 
classroom curriculum =

greater access to HIPs=
greater equity



CONTEXTUALIZING THE CHALLENGE
Must Read on 
Digital Literacy & Digital Writing Literacy

New Worlds of Errors and Expectations: Basic Writers 
and Digital Assumptions
Marisa A. Klages, J. Elizabeth Clark
Journal of Basic Writing, 
Vol. 28, No. 1 (SPRING 2009), pp. 32-49 (18 pages)
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43443872

https://www.jstor.org/stable/43443872?read-
now=1&seq=3#page_scan_tab_contents Homage to 

Mina Shaughnessy’s text 
Error and Expectations

https://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22Marisa%20A.%20Klages%22
https://www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=au%3A%22J.%20Elizabeth%20Clark%22
https://www.jstor.org/journal/jbasicwriting
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43443872?read-now=1&seq=3
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.leetorda.com/uploads/2/3/2/5/23256940/mina.shaughnessy.errors_expectations.pdf


How do ePortfolios function with PBL?
Three common possibilities include:

-Repository
-Workspace
-Showcase



ePortfolios as Nesting Dolls
These student/team’s ePortfolio workspaces can be 
duplicated in three clicks, then polished-up to be hyperlinked 
and showcased.



The framework 
behind nested 
ePortfolios 
@ IUPUI

DIFFERENT 
ORIENTATIONS 
& 
DIFFERENT 
PURPOSES
&
DIFFERENT 
FUNCTIONS



SOPHIE

• ePortfolios to Manage 
Projects and Teams

• ePortfolios to Support Faculty 
and Student Learning

INSTITUTE FOR ENGAGED LEARNING

DIFFERENT PURPOSES

• ePortfolios to Showcase this Work



PBL Gives 
students a 
reason to 
want to 
[and need to] 
ePortfolio Q&A



EXAMPLE 1
PBL as CREATE YOUR 
OWN ADVENTURE COURSE
First Year Composition Course

Re-Framing Course Content through Practical Applications:                          
An Immersion Experience OR Topic Driven Signature Assignment
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Create Your Own Adventure/ 
sync with course goals, SLO, & discipline-
specific content

In W131/140, students explore concepts beyond writing 
together, as they consider “contact zones” and 
autoethnography.

FOUNDATIONAL scholarly READ: 
Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone”

Then we watch a documentary film together of someone 
exploring an idea/going on an adventure [note to faculty: pick one 
that inspires you, so you can share this enthusiasm]

Challenge students to explore a new or familiar ‘contact 
zone.’ They pick something and do it, then 
research/write/share about it in content-relevant assignment

SECTION TITLE GOES HERE IF NECESSARY
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Everything Connects with Everything

Visuals of student project processes.

https://sites.google.com/iu.edu/pblworkspace/sandbox
es/olivias-sandbox/pbl-process-visual-ideas

SECTION TITLE GOES HERE IF NECESSARY

Open July 19 only

https://sites.google.com/iu.edu/pblworkspace/sandboxes/olivias-sandbox/pbl-process-visual-ideas
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Create Connections between 
Course Content at Every Step/Stage in the 
Student Project

DESIGN TEACHABLE MOMENTS

Help students connect their experiences back to course content at 
every phase of the PBL experience through common reads, think-
pair-share, step/stages weekly updates/deadlines, peer review, and 
sharing artifacts in the ePortfolio

• Give them Structure + Time

• Open the Door for Failure + Resilience

• Mentor through class-work time [check in with each individual 
student or share a sign up list for office meetings]

SECTION TITLE GOES HERE IF NECESSARY
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PBL IN PRACTICE

I opted to move away from the cornerstone of 
my field: the essay [blasphemous] 

SECTION TITLE GOES HERE IF NECESSARY
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Example of Project-Based Learning in a 
Common Intellectual Experience

First Year Composition via Familiar Genres
• Writing Project 1: Documentary Film Review

• Writing Project 2: Feature Style Narrative Article 
about an Immersion Experience 

– Students venture into new –or- familiar contact zones

• Writing Project 3: Formal Argument on a Topic that 
Emerged from the Students Course Experiences

SECTION TITLE GOES HERE IF NECESSARY
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Each students’ body 
of work builds 

across  projects, 
across self-selected 

readings, and 
across genres 

culminating in a 
Signature 

Assignment: 
their ePortfolios

Losing David
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Flexibility and 
Adaptations are Built 
Into the Curriculum

• As students learn more 
about their topic, there are 
opportunities for the 
project to evolve which 
allows and even 
challenges students to  
explore new directions 

Losing David
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Content Breadth & 
Context Depth

• You cover all the same 
content, possibly more 
strategically & concisely

• Students explore and apply
those concepts in context 
over time: they develop 
depth

Losing DavidMeet Mark
Interested in Caring for the 
Aging and Social Work

W231 PBL Partner: Break 
Stigma of PREP/ Truvada

Capstone on Truvada and 
the Aging

Received funding for grad 
school



Imagining Possibilities
LAYERING PBL onto a COURSE

In your classes, can you imagine 
aligning a multi-phase project that 
students select independently and 
pursue iteratively together?

What discipline-adjacent artifacts 
could they create along the way to 
meet course goals and SLOs?



Imagining Possibilities
REVERSE ENGINEERING 
a PBL Course

• What are critical course goals?
• What are critical SLO?
• What skills do you want students to 

demonstrate?
• What knowledge to you want students to 

practice and master?

Are there three multi-phase ‘artifacts’ 
students can topically link and
produce to achieve these objectives?



EXAMPLE 2
PBL as PARTNERSHIP
W231 Professional Writing Skills

Re-Framing Course Content through Practical Applications:                          
A Community Engaged/Introduction to Research PBL Model
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W231 Overview
Challenge to Every Student
• Land a Client [300+ Word Persuasive Email/Goodwill Email]
• Pitch the Client’s Project to the Class [Visual/Elevator Pitch]
• Vote

• Teams Form around 5 Community Clients
• Team Meet with the Client [Interview/Memo]
• Research

• Online Research [Annotated Bibliography]
• Database Research [Review of Literature]
• Primary Research [Local Study/Graphs]
• Recommendation Report via ePortfolio
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THIS ENGAGED LEARNING/ PBL MODEL

Authentic Research 
for a specific

Authentic Audience 
shared via an

Authentic Artifact
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PBL in W231
2022 SHOWCASE LINK
https://getengaged.iupui.edu/showcase/2022/project-based-learning/english-w231-
professional-writing-skills/index.html

https://jw1416.wixsite.com/my-site & 
https://macdelan3.wixsite.com/recommendationreport

https://getengaged.iupui.edu/showcase/2022/project-based-learning/english-w231-professional-writing-skills/index.html
https://jw1416.wixsite.com/my-site
https://macdelan3.wixsite.com/recommendationreport


Imagining Possibilities
LAYERING PBL onto a COURSE

In your classes, can you imagine 
aligning a multi-phase project where
students network with a community 
client and pursue iteratively?

What discipline-adjacent artifacts 
could they create along the way to 
meet course goals and SLOs?



Imagining Possibilities
REVERSE ENGINEERING 
a PBL Course

• What are critical course goals?
• What are critical SLO?
• What skills do you want students to 

demonstrate?
• What knowledge to you want students to 

practice and master?

Are there three multi-phase ‘artifacts’ 
students can topically link and 
produce to achieve these objectives?



Course-Oriented ePortfolios  as a 
Critical Component of 
Project-Based Learning 

Authentic Assignment + Authentic Audience + Authentic Outcomes:                                           
Project-Based Learning in Common Intellectual Experiences
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ePortfolios

• Project-Oriented /or Course-Oriented
• Self-Contained
• Versatile and Adaptable
• Highly Portable

All of the flexibility and pedagogical 
benefits of professional ePortfolios 
implemented at the course level
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Course Oriented ePortfolios
IDEAL FOR
• Multi-Component Course Projects
• Team Projects
• Partnerships with Community Clients
• Internships/ Study Abroad
• Undergraduate Research

First Year Writing 
Course ePortfolio: 
Student Explores 

Starting a Business
https://valeiken.wixsite.com/eportfolio

https://valeiken.wixsite.com/eportfolio
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Highly Portable
With One URL ePortfolios Can Be Added to 

Emails
Degree-Oriented ePortfolios
Internship/ Study Abroad Platforms
Professional ePortfolios
Resumes
Professional Websites like Linked In

Project-Oriented ePortfolio: 
Student/Team 

marketing project
prepared for 

Champions Together
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Opportunities to Layer
High Impact Practices

ePORTFOLIOS CAN STACK HIPs
• Writing Intensive Projects
• Collaborative Assignments
• Undergraduate Research
• Service Learning/Community Based Learning 
• Capstone Experiences & Signature Assignments

ePortfolio: 
Non-Traditional-Aged Student 

Explores Brazilian Jiu Jitsu
https://jsaunde2.wixsite.com/jsaunders/retr

ospective-essay 

https://jsaunde2.wixsite.com/jsaunders/retrospective-essay
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Rhetorical Context and Hyper-Textuality
• ePortfolios are valuable tools for teaching Rhetorical Context 

and the roles of audience and purpose in writing 
• No more hypothetical scenarios and fake 

assignments—students are writing to a specific audience 
and reaching them through the internet-based micro-
ePortfolio

• ePortfolio provide Hyper-Textuality by linking comments and 
sources directly to ongoing conversations through hyperlinks 

• [link to Mike Sandbothe’s “Interactivity - Hypertextuality - Transversality. A media-philosophical 
analysis of the Internet”]

• Makes Often Invisible Stages of Projects Visible

• EXAMPLE: Sharing photos from the Immersion Experience

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313897068_Interactivity_-_Hypertextuality_-_Transversality_A_media-philosophical_analysis_of_the_Internet
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ePORTFOLIO AS CURRICULUM - AWS

Kathleen Yancey: Encourages 
students to be extra linky

Here’s a link to one of her 
course syllabi:

ePortolios help students see the web of related 
research materials through their hyperlinks. These 
help students demonstrate the ways they are 
joining and contributing to ongoing conversations.

I echo Kathleen Yancey’s Bronx-AAEEBL keynote when 
she encourages ePortfolio users to be “extra linky.” 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiKovXy7NfsAhUFTawKHVGeAxwQFjAAegQIAxAC&url=http%3A%2F%2Fbi-dam-prod.s3.amazonaws.com%2F5b11691d08fe09500e8b4572%2F87fe66c6c083f2e870209c9cfcb285f96c9af2b7%2F9781620367605_23_b449d7f5bab230a7631422b005e29664.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2XMFGaYjoopZ4vXCs1_8OD


IUPUI

CONNECTING PURPOSE with AUDIENCE + 
A Variety of Sources
Students say they benefit from experience related to research:

• Database Research/ Online Research

• Documentary Films as Research

• Go+Do/ Immersion Experience as Research

• Interviews/People as Research



IUPUI
SCHOOL OF LIBERAL ARTS

ePortfolio as Versatile for Sharing Data 
-Hyperlinks to surveys and findings
-Helps bridge the student project/ real world divide
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Public Facing ePortfolios and 
Project-ePortfolios in W231/Professional 
Writing Skills: Supports Student 
Understanding of College-Level Research

IUPUI, Writing Program, Winter Workshop, 2020

Pre-Post Survey W231 IUPUI Oesch-Minor students  2019



VALUE of 
PBL and ePORTFOLIO: 
Documents Learning as 
a Process—
Creates Transparency

Micro-ePortfolio & It’s Place Among ePortfolio Innovations 
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Project-Based 
Learning & 
ePortfolios Layer 
High Impact 
Practices Into 
Signature 
Assignments to 
Meet AAC&U’s 
LEAP Challenge

SECTION TITLE GOES HERE IF NECESSARY



ePORTFOLIOs provide avenues for 
students to document and share each 
step of their research and learning to 
create transparency.

ePortfolios make invisible aspects of 
their learning process VISIBLE for 
personal reflection, faculty/program 
assessment, and professional 
advancement



Susan Kahn’s AAEEBL Keynote Commented on: 

ePortfolio as Knowledge Structure

ePortfolios both embody and 
demonstrate learning because they 
are themselves authentic evidence



Employers value the shift toward 
HIPs, especially those that give them 
a window into applicant 
competencies: ePortfolios provide 
access to this authentic evidence
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Employers Want Students to Participate in HIPs and 
Have Evidence of Learning

Cited by Dr. Tia McNair 2014
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Project-Oriented and Course-Oriented 
ePortfolios Provide Documentation that Is Useful 
to Cultivate Future Opportunities

Over 8 in 10 
employers  

surveyed said 
an ePortfolios 

would be 
useful or 

very useful
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Evidence of student participation in HIPs
can be documented using tools like 

ePortfolios and is beneficial for 

Students 
Faculty

Assessment Gurus
Employers



THEORY MEETS 
PRACTICE: Getting 
Faculty to Try 
ePortfolios

Micro-ePortfolios as a Practical Tool for Teaching and Assessment
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The Challenge: 
Getting faculty members and academic programs 
unfamiliar with ePortfolio to try ePortfolios

Common Faculty Objections:

• I don't know how to use the technology

• I don't have time to teach technology

• I don't see why this matters more than 
a good ‘ole APA research paper

• I never did that when I was in school
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ePortfolios Integrated 
at the Course Level

• To support faculty members as they 
consider and experiment with 
ePortfolios, advocates can

• Share examples

• Explain expectations

• Verify beneftis

• Address fears
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The Reality: 
Getting faculty members to try 
PBL/ePortfolios is a challenge
• I don't know how to use the technology: but your 

students already do

• I don't have time to teach technology: you don’t 
have to—but if you want to highlight the basics, 
it takes about 15 minutes

• I don't see why this matters more than a good ‘ole 
APA research paper: think both-and rather than 
either-or

• I never did that when I was in school: that doesn’t 
mean it isn’t valuable now, in the age of internet 
learning

Add one project-
oriented ePortfolio to 

one class: see the 
benefits for yourself

Add one PBL to each 
year in your major: 

analyze the outcomes
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Benefits for Faculty
• Demonstrates Student Mastery of Course Concepts 

• Enables Faculty to See Students Creativity and 
Innovation as They Curate Their Work

• Quick Links to Research and References

• Easily Accessible and Easily Navigated to Expedite 
Assessment and Evaluation

Image from Faculty Focus 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/383509724497930543/

Benefits for Programs
Assessment: Evidence
Assessment: Engagement
Assessment: External Outcomes
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Tangible Benefits for Students

• Hyper Contextualizes the Project

• Convenient for Building and Sharing Materials

• Supports Curation of Artifacts [not one and done]

• Gives Student More Control of Their             
Educational Experience

• Lives on After the Class

• Cultivates Ownership

Image from Faculty Focus 
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ePortfolios Over ONE 
Project-Oriented 
ePortfolios
• Student: The micro-ePortfolio was more than a 

file folder, it encapsulated and demonstrated 
everything we were learning

• Annemarie: ”The micro-ePortfolio helped me 
speak to both the topic and organization using 
skill we learned in class . . . The way we 
presented the report and evidence helped us 
demonstrate our credibility and compel the 
client to embrace team recommendations.”

• Sophie: "From a STEM background as a Bio 
major, this would be an awesome tool for 
organizing, reporting, and sending out 
lab/research information. This tool is definitely 
not strictly for writing classes and can be 
integrated into so many different aspects, like 
resumes, lab reports, and research 
opportunities."

• https://scarrison16.wixsite.com/w4c-recreport

https://scarrison16.wixsite.com/w4c-recreport
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ePortfolios Demonstrate Metacognition:

As part of folio-thinking, students reflect on what 
they’re doing, why they’re doing it, and use multi-
modal design strategies that emphasize key 
points and guide the reader through their 
documents.

Students also practice shaping materials for 
multiple audiences—peers, the professor, and 
the community client.

The ePortfolio helps students be more 
conscientious and intentional about reflection.
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Public Facing ePortfolios:
Can Help Emphasize the Role of Reflection

IUPUI, Writing Program, Winter Workshop, 2020

Pre-Post Survey W231 IUPUI Oesch-Minor students  2019



ePortfolios:
Meta-High Impact Practice

ENGAGED LEARNING EXAMPLE
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Graduate Relevant 
Problem Solvers
• AAC&U LEAP Challenge

“The LEAP Challenge calls on colleges, universities, and 
community colleges to help each student identify a 
problem or question that matters, both to the student and 
to society, and complete a significant project related to that 
problem or question” (Schneider).

• Signature Assignments

• High Impact Practices

• Innovative Course Design

• Dynamic Assignments

PROBLEM SOLVERS:
$0.20 portable 

blood centrifuge 
to test for malaria

Dr. Manu Prakash, Stanford

https://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2015/winter-spring/schneider
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ePortfolios as Authentic Outcome 
for Signature Assignments 
A Meta-High Impact Practice
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Paul Hanstedt, 
Roanoke College

Photo from Roanoke College Website

Authentic Assignments with Outward 
Facing Options like ePortfolios Cultivate 
Engaged Learning for Students

Wicked Smart Students are
• “Open to new challenges
• Deliberate and thoughtful
• Able to draw from multiple areas
• Able to adapt ideas and                                     

technologies to new settings
• Able to ask the right questions
• Not afraid to fail and able to try again”
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ePortfolios help cultivate opportunities to emphasize 

LIVED EXPERIENCE 
Track down Marilee Bresciani Ludvik’s Assessment Institute session 
“Assessment that Connects with Institutional Performance Indicators 
to Advance Equity”
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The process and 
structure supported 
project goals: 
folio thinking
• Scaffold of Assignments Supported 

ePortfolio and Report Construction

• Routine Progress Reports and Peer 
Review Provided Ideas and 
Inspiration

• PBL Encourages Different Students 
to Work Together – Similar to an 
Office Setting. Providing Further 
Real-World Collaboration

• Best part for me: Satisfying to See 
All of Our Accomplishments in One 
Area

• https://mc1486.wixsite.com/oslr

Amelia 
Bragg

https://mc1486.wixsite.com/oslr
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Natalie Muhammed
• “ePortfolio was value added for 

me—even though I have a 
graduate degree-–because it brings 
a different perspective and 
experience with technology.”

• “I can transfer ePortfolio building 
skills into my Masters in 
Biochemistry and Molecular 
Biology.”

Natalie starts med school this
August, in New Orleans
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Public Facing ePortfolios:
Reinforce Technological Skills

IUPUI, Writing Program, Winter Workshop, 2020

Pre-Post Survey W231 IUPUI Oesch-Minor students  2019
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< Hyperlink

ePortfolios are a benefit when they include best 
practices—exactly the sorts of student engagement 
we hope for in Project-Based Learning

One Assessment Institute Presentation’s List of 
Essential Qualities of HIPS 



This is an argument for more flexibility in the way 
we conceptualize and use folio thinking as part of 
rigorous examination of  the value of ePortfolios.

Project-Based Learning
[like Signature Assignments]
provides unique opportunities for faculty to 
design storied learning experiences for 
students that allow them to build self-
contained, reflective ePortfolios to document 
learning related to a specific objective or 
objectives AND create low-risk opportunities 
for faculty to experiment with ePortfolios.
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Guided: 
Brainstorming Your 
Options
• ePortfolios are valuable additions 

• Class Projects

• Graduation Portfolios

• Program Assessment

• Internships

• Study Abroad

• List 5 ideas you have for 
implementing ePortfolios 

[Take 2 minutes]
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Exploring Benefits

• Look back at your list of different ideas 
and uses for ePortfolios

• Using lists or building a web, jot down 
ways in which these ePortfolios could 
help you meet pedagogical, 
assessment, or program objectives

[2 minutes]
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Focusing on One Idea

• Look back at your notes

• Which idea seems most promising? 

• Circle it.

• For 2 minutes, write about how you 
could shape the micro-ePortfolio 
component to achieve your goals

[2 minutes]
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New to ePortfolios?
Visit 

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/AM16/ePortf
olios%20Engaging%20Learners.pdf

for a short, helpful PowerPoint introduction to ePortfolios 
by Susan Kahn and Susan Scott

https://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/AM16/ePortfolios%20Engaging%20Learners.pdf
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Students Recognize the 
Value of Their Experiences

This writing class “has been one of the most useful class I have 
taken. I learned many skills that are transferable 

to my job and school.” 
--Fall 2018 Student Z

“The real world experiences and education I have acquired
has been a great confidence booster. . . Writing

has given me the ability to effectively communicate, 
gather credible information, and think critically” 

--Fall 2018 Student XY



IUPUI

What are ways you might use Project-Based Learning in 
common experience classes at your university? 

Email and share your ideas

djoeschm@iupui.edu

Thank you!
Debbie Oesch-Minor

• Interim Co-Director, ePortfolios, IUPUI Institute for Engaged Learning

• Senior Lecturer, Department of English, IU School of Liberal Arts

• IU School of Medicine, Grassroots Maternal Child Health Initiative,                                 
Advanced Leadership Training


