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The posting below is #567 from the Tomorrows Professor listserv for May 13, 2004. It is 

from Chapter 5 in: The Teaching Portfolio A Practical Guide to Improved Performance and 
Promotion/Tenure Decisions, Third Edition, by Peter Seldin,  (Anker, 2004) 

 

ANSWERS TO COMMON QUESTIONS ABOUT THE TEACHING PORTFOLIO 

 

In the time I've been working with teaching portfolios, I have visited hundreds of colleges 

and universities of differing sizes and missions to talk with faculty members and 

administrators about the portfolio and its place in the evaluation and improvement of 

teaching.  In the course of our discussions, certain questions have come up repeatedly.  

Those questions and my answers to them follow. 

 

How does the teaching portfolio differ from the usual end-of-the-year faculty report 

to administrators? 

 

First, the portfolio empowers faculty to include the documents and materials that they feel 

best reflects their performance in the classroom and is not limited just to items posed by 

administrators.  Second, the portfolio is based on collaboration and mentoring, rather than 

being prepared by faculty working alone.  Third, the purpose of the portfolio determines 

what is included and how it is arranged.  Fourth, in the very preparation of the portfolio 

professors reflect on why they do what they do in the classroom.  For many faculty-almost 

as a byproduct-this reflection results in improved teaching performance. 

 

Is the portfolio restricted to traditional classroom teaching? 

 

Not at all.  The word teaching signifies all professional activity that provides direct support 

for student learning.  That includes not only traditional classroom and laboratory teaching, 

but also instruction in computer laboratories and small-group settings, one-to-one teacher-

student interactions, student advising, and scholarship of teaching and communication of its 

results. 

 

Don't all portfolios look alike? 

 

Absolutely not.  The portfolio is a highly personalized product.  Both the content and 

organization differ widely from one professor to another.  Varying importance is assigned 

by difference professors to different items (see the sample portfolios in Part IV of this 

volume).  Different courses and disciplines cater to different types of documentation.  

Individual differences in portfolio content and organization should be encouraged so long as 

they are allowed by the department and institution, 

 

How long is the typical portfolio? 

 

It has a narrative of seven to ten pages, followed by a series of appendices that document 

the claims made in the narrative.  Often a three-ring binder holds the portfolio, and tabs 

identify the difference appendices.  Just as information in the narrative should be 

selective, so should the appendices as consist of judiciously chosen evidence. 
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How much time does it take to prepare? 

 

Most faculty members construct the portfolio in 12 to 15 hours spread over several days.  

Much of that time is spent in thinking, planning, and gathering the documentation for the 

appendices. 

 

Who owns the portfolio? 

 

The portfolio is owned by the faculty member who prepares it.  Decisions about what goes 

into it are generally cooperative ones between mentor and professor.  But the final decision 

on what to include, its ultimate use, and the retention of the final product all rest with the 

professor. 

 

Why are portfolio mentors so important? 

 

Most faculty come to the portfolio process with no prior experience with the concept.  That 

is why the resources of a trained mentor are so important.  The mentor -- who is 

comparable to a dissertation advisor -- makes suggestions, provides resources, and offers 

steady support during the portfolio's development. 

 

Should the mentor be from the same discipline as the professor who is preparing the 

portfolio? 

 

The process of collaboration is not discipline specific.  In fact, it is often advantageous for 

the mentor not to know the details of the teaching content.  In that way, the mentor can 

concentrate on documenting teaching effectiveness instead of how the professor teaches a 

particular subject.  And a wonderful byproduct of working with a colleague from a different 

discipline is that the mentor learns something about a new field. 

 

Is there a way to self-mentor if there are no trained mentors available? 

 

Although it is strongly recommended that portfolios be developed collaboratively, 

sometimes there are no willing and able mentors available.  In that case, even though the 

important collaborative aspect of portfolio development will be lost, it is possible to prepare 

a portfolio.  The following self-assessment questions identified by Eison (1996) and Seldin 

(2003) may help. 

 

 Is every claim made in the narrative supported by hard evidence in the appendices? 

 Is the portfolio sufficiently reflective?  Does is include a balance of items from 

oneself, from others, and from student learning? 

 Does the portfolio clearly identify what you teach, how you teach it, and why you 

teach it as you do? 

 Is a complete table of contents and appendices included? 

 Does the portfolio contain reflective observations? 

 Have efforts at growth and improvement been cited? 
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 Are numerical student rating results included for several courses over several 

years? 

 Have any department or institutional factors influenced your teaching 

effectiveness? 

 Would including some charts, tables, or graphs enhance the portfolio? 

 

Is the syllabus actually inserted into the portfolio? Are student ratings? Peer 

observations? 

 

These normally appear as appendices.  But specific references to them are included in the 

body of the portfolio.  For example, "Copies of my syllabi for all courses taught are found in 

Appendix A." For student ratings and peer observations, a slightly different approach is 

recommended: Place the actual material in the appendices but include some highlights of 

that material in the body of the portfolio.  Figure 5.1 offers an example. 

 

                 ----------------------------------------------------------------------- 

    Figure 5.1 

       Highlights of Student Rating in the Body of the Portfolio 

 

My student ratings are consistently higher than the Department of History average.  For 

the fall 2003 semester, the 22 students in my history course on the Civil War (History 322) 

rated my teaching as follows: 

 

Questions  Dept. Average My Score 

Explains clearly   4.10 4.35 

Stimulated student interest  3.98 4.10 

Interesting assignments  3.99 4.22 

Motivates students   4.23 4.28 

Overall course quality  4.21 4.34 

Overall instructor quality  4.33 4.41 

 

Scale: one is low and five is high 

                 ------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Doesn't the subjectivity of the portfolio interfere with its use for personal decisions 

or improvement of teaching? 

 

Surprisingly, it doesn't because of the collaboration between a professor and a mentor who 

helps steer the portfolio toward meeting the needs of assessment or improvement.  

Collaboration ensures a fresh, vital, and critical perspective that encourages cohesion 

between the portfolio's narrative and appendices.  The mentor's task is to flesh out 

objective data, provide balance and control, and corroborate evidence.  That's why faculty 

are urged to enlist the creative and supportive help of a mentor in preparing a portfolio. 

 

Can an impressive looking portfolio gloss over weak teaching? 
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Absolutely not because the portfolio is an evidence-based document.  Supporting material 

must be included for every claim made.  If a faculty member is weak in teaching, the 

evidence is just not available.  For example, an instructor who claims that student 

evaluations rate class preparation as "outstanding" must provide numerical rating data that 

bear out this statement.  Another example: An instructor who claims that a department 

chair rated his or her teaching as "exemplary" must provide substantive evidence to support 

that claim.  A fancy cover and attractive printer fonts cannot overcome weak performance 

in the classroom for a professor any more than they can for a student. 

 

What guidelines would you suggest for getting started with portfolios? 

 

A climate of acceptance must first be built at the college or university.  Here are some 

suggestions that should be helpful in doing so: 

 

 Start small. 

 Rely on faculty volunteers and don't force anyone to participate. 

 Involve the institution's most respected faculty members from the outset. 

 Obtain top-level administrative support for the portfolio approach and an 

institutional 

 commitment for the necessary resources. 

 Keep everyone informed about what is going on every step of the way. 

 Allow room for individual differences in portfolios.  Styles of teaching differ.  So do 

disciplines. 

 Permit sufficient time-a year, or even two-for acceptance and implementation. 

 

Are the time and energy required to prepare a portfolio really worth the benefits? 

 

In my view, and in the view of virtually every one of the 500 faculty members I've 

personally mentored as they prepared their portfolios, the answer is a resounding yes.  It 

usually takes no more than a few days to prepare, and the benefits are considerable.  The 

teaching portfolio allows professors to describe their teaching strengths and 

accomplishments for the record, a clear advantage when evaluation committees examine the 

record in making promotion and tenure decisions.  But the portfolio does more than that.  

Many faculty members find that the very process of collecting and sorting documents and 

materials that reflect their teaching performance serves as a springboard for self-

improvement.  And, importantly, many colleges and universities find that portfolios help to 

underscore teaching as an institutional priority. 

 

It is estimated that as many as 2,000 colleges and universities in the United States are now 

using or experimenting with portfolios.  Considering the above benefits, it's not surprising 

that the teaching portfolio has proven to be one of the most popular and successful 

approaches in years. 

 

The key to developing successful teaching portfolio programs is to proceed slowly, carefully, 

openly, and to lay the groundwork for each step.  Success does not come automatically, but 

it comes.  The proof is in the many successful programs operating around the country. 


