On Portfolios

Department of Communication Studies, San José State University


Welcome to Communication Studies 101:  Introduction to Communication Studies!  As you already know from the syllabus, this course is designed to introduce you to the major theories, methods and issues in the field of communication studies; moreover, this course is designed to introduce you to those aspects of the field as they are made meaningful in this particular department and in your own lives.  Like other introductory courses, COMM 101 helps prepare you for success in this field, whether as majors or minors, future graduate students and educators, or industry leaders.  


You have probably chosen to major in Communication Studies because you believe there are important problems in the world that could be solved if only people had a better understanding of communication and/or greater skill in communicating.  Various strands of communication research have developed in response to real problems human beings have encountered as they have tried to live together.  This is true not only throughout the history of communication; it also describes our present situation.  Those of us who study communication today embrace the rich and varied traditions of our past, yet social and cultural changes prompt us to ask new communication questions and find different ways of looking at old problems.


The purpose of this course is to provide you with an theoretical and historical overview of the communication field, as well as an introduction to a set of research tools and methods for investigating communication processes.  For the theoretical and historical overview, we will survey some of the most significant communication theories and models in the development of contemporary communication studies as it is taught here at San José State University, and we will examine how these movements originated in response to practical communication problems.  As a result of studying the historical, practical, and theoretical dimensions of this field, you will come to have an understanding of the wide range of questions we have tried to address, the assumptions we have made in studying these topics and the methods of inquiry we have used.  


A second, related, purpose of this course is to welcome you to the Communication Studies major, to introduce you to the range of courses offered in the department, to help you become familiar with the journals and research resources of our discipline, and to equip you with the basic research skills needed to be successful in later classes.  For example, our exploration of communication theory will often center around what your faculty in this department consider four “cornerstones,” or central issues, for your learning:  democracy, diversity, globalization, and technology.  Before the end of the semester, you will have an opportunity to embark on your very own preliminary communication research study, a process where you’ll investigate and explore a question you have about communication in relation to one of those four cornerstone areas.  


An integral part of this course will be the creation of your Communication Studies major portfolio—a place where you’ll document the important process of exploring communication as an area of study and its role in your life.  In this portfolio, you’ll document your initial impressions of the field, how you perceive yourself to be growing in relation to our departmental cornerstones, how you perceive yourself to be growing as a communicator, problem-solver and critical thinker, and your sense of what your work in this department means for your future (career, life, scholarship…).  Don’t worry though—you’ll be building these portfolios in stages; you needn’t have all these insights already!

In what follows, you’ll learn what a portfolio is, why your faculty thinks portfolios are valuable, why you’re likely to find a portfolio valuable, and, finally, the specifics of how you’ll build and use your portfolio.

1.  Portfolios as maps—Road map?  Treasure map?  Scavenger hunt?


You’ve probably heard of portfolios already—perhaps as an array of a photographer’s best work, or perhaps as a collection of your own best work in a given class.  Generally speaking, portfolios help you explain to someone else what you’ve learned and where you excel.  Major portfolios in this department will give you an opportunity to demonstrate how you’re making connections between what you’re learning in the classroom, what you’re experiencing in your lives, and how that may influence your future professional path.  In building your portfolio, you function as a cartographer, building a map of your experience in this department—perhaps you’ll discover new connections and questions about communication phenomena, or perhaps you’ll describe and enrich understandings you’ve long held.  This will be an opportunity for you to make your own connections and to make your own meanings; to that end, each portfolio will be unique, distinctive and adaptive.

2.  Portfolios are particularly valuable teaching and learning tools.


As professionals, the Communication Studies faculty strive to create a meaningful, contemporary, and culturally-relevant education with each student we meet in our classes.  Moreover, we hold ourselves accountable for our efforts, engaging in departmental assessment at regular intervals.  While portfolios will serve to streamline this process, they do so in a way that is meaningful to students’ learning—as you might imagine, this makes portfolios very exciting to your faculty.


In particular, portfolios help students take responsibility for their own learning, for building connections among seemingly disparate courses, assignments, activities and professors.  Research (Guba and Freed, 2000) demonstrates that students who participate in comprehensive portfolios, like the ones we’re asking you to build during your time as Communication Studies majors, come to feel more involved in and excited about their educations; moreover, they are better prepared to describe the rationale behind particular program requirements and goals.  Particularly appealing to faculty and students of communication is the way portfolios effectively document process and growth, in addition to outcomes or products.  This may, at first, seem counterintuitive:  Portfolios are designed to be collections of products, right?  Yes, but they’re also designed to document the unique process you created to negotiate the requirements of the program—a map, if you will.  The products or samples (e.g., an essay, performance or speech) you include in your portfolio are exciting and important, but more exciting still are the narratives you’ll include to explain how you moved from one product to the next, from that collection to your post-graduation plans.


These portfolios are your opportunity to reflect and regroup, to plan for the future, and, of course, to celebrate your accomplishments.

3.  All Communication Studies majors will create a major portfolio.


Portfolio development begins in COMM 101:  Introduction to Communication Studies and ends in COMM 199:  Senior Seminar in Communication Studies.  Communication Studies minors enrolled in these courses will prepare assigned selections, but are not required to complete the portfolio.  Provisions are in place for the transition of existing departmental majors into the portfolio assessment process.

All major portfolios will include seven primary selections:  

*  An initial reflective essay that documents a first look at the major theories/methods/goals of communication studies research.  Students will write this essay in COMM 101.  

*  An exit reflective essay that establishes a link between the B.A. and future goals, such as occupation and/or graduate study.  Students will write this essay in COMM 199.

*  Four pieces that demonstrate nuanced understanding of our 4 cornerstones (democracy, diversity, globalization and technology), as well as demonstrate that the student has grown in the areas of oral performance, written communication, and critical thinking/problem-solving.  Students will make selections from materials developed in required and elective courses in the major.

*  One piece that articulates the relationship between coursework in the department and an applied area of study (e.g. debate, individualized instruction in the lab, research experience, etc.).  

*  Frames and commentaries (e.g., approximately 1-2 pp. per selection) for each selection that help place that work in the context of the student’s overall growth and goals.

4.  Faculty will assess portfolios at key intervals. 
COMM 101 faculty will work with majors to begin organization of the portfolio, draft the initial reflective essay, and develop a final project with frame and commentary that would be suitable for inclusion in the final version of the portfolio.

COMM 101 faculty will consider the following questions in their assessment:

*  Has the student met the requirements of starting the portfolio and including the material?

*  Has the student provided a thoughtful, well written, reflective essay that addresses her/his understanding of, and personal relationship to, the Communication Studies major?

*  Has the student provided well-written and critical frame and commentary for the final project in COMM 101?  

Students in COMM 101 must make satisfactory progress in portfolio development in order to pass the course.

COMM 199 faculty will work with majors to conclude portfolio development, working with majors to select and organize four works that meet portfolio criteria, refine their reflection on their experience in applied activity, build any remaining frames and commentaries for selections, and draft a final reflective essay.


COMM 199 faculty will consider the following questions in their assessment.

*  Has the student met the requirements of starting the portfolio and included the materials?

*  Has the student provided thoughtful and critical frames and commentary for each included piece?

*  Does the portfolio adequately address the student’s understanding of and relationship to the four cornerstones, her/his progress through the major, and her/his strengths as a student?

*  Does the student’s final essay provide a well-rounded, yet directed understanding of her/his relationship to and interests in the communication studies field?

Students in COMM 199 must submit a complete portfolio in order to pass the course.

5.  Notes on Portfolio Format


Portfolios should be maintained electronically, on a relatively enduring and rewriteable medium—i.e., CD-RW or DVD-RW.  (Provisions may be made for other media—e.g., paper or internet-based—by consensus of 101 and 199 faculty.)


Documents should be developed and maintained in a widely-available software format—e.g., Microsoft Word, rich text format (.rtf) or .pdf.


Please prepare your disc so that each selection of the portfolio is in its own, labeled, folder, complete with frame and commentary; see screen shot below.


You should maintain at least two copies of your portfolio at all times, in addition to the files you keep on your computer hard drive.  It may take you two years to assemble all the components of your portfolio; in the meantime, it is possible a given instructor in any class may ask to see your portfolio, whether to provide you with advice as to what pieces are best for inclusion or to evaluate a final assignment in light of the work you’ve completed so far.  It is always a good idea to frequently make back-up copies of all your computer files; moreover, always retain paper copies of work your professors return to you.


When requested, be prepared to provide a paper copy of any selection you intend to submit electronically; your professor will notify you of how s/he would prefer to receive your work.

6.  Questions?


We hope you are as excited about portfolios as we are!  And, if you aren’t, we hope the experience itself will prove to become more meaningful with time and exposure.  Whenever you have questions about the major portfolio, contact your COMM 101 or 199 instructor (either through her/his greensheet contact information or via the department website); we look forward to exploring this new terrain with you!

A Portfolio Screen Shot (  -- Example of what a portfolio might look like
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The portfolio folders include the different required aspects of the portfolios.  For instance, the Portfolio Piece #1 (Perhaps the student’s final paper from COMM 149) folder will include that piece (the actual paper), a frame and a commentary that would discuss why that piece was chosen, how the piece fits into the student’s conception of the major, and how it focuses on one or more of the four cornerstones, and, if the student wishes to show progress, maybe several drafts of the piece.  
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