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The tension between mastery and inquiry

presents a challenge for new teachers. The

e-portfolio can be a place to

balance that tension and present

a cohesive teacher identity.

Kari Morris (pseudonym), a preservice
teacher enrolled in the English
Education program at State University,
sat down one day with me (her student
teaching supervisor) and showed me the additions
she had made to her electronic teaching portfolio.
She told me that these additions were especially
important because she had secured her first job in-
terview, scheduled to take place in a week. I asked
her why she had waited to make the additions to
her e-portfolio until after the grading period for
the university course in which she was enrolled.
Those additions to her e-portfolio would not
count toward her grade in the course.

“Well,” Kari sighed, “You know that the pro-
fessor wants us to be all reflective and represent
ourselves as inquirers. But you know what? I
don’t really think that’s what schools want. You
know, I want to look confident—not like I’m
questioning everything.”

Kari’s comments about negotiating her
identity as a beginning teacher within an elec-

tronic teaching portfolio led me to frame an 
investigation of preservice teachers’ use of
e-portfolios at State University (pseudonym), a

public university in the Midwestern
United States. Throughout the course
of a semester-long study to investigate
the identity-building processes of
preservice English teachers, I learned
that Kari’s comments were not un-
usual. As she told me, deciding how
to represent oneself as a beginning
teacher within an e-portfolio is not a

simple task; it requires complex negotiations of
context, self, and text. Throughout my work with
Kari, discussions concerning the negotiations she
undertook in the space of her e-portfolio caused
me to question not only the content of preservice
teachers’ e-portfolios, but also required me to
reconceptualize how preservice teachers thought
about their emerging identities as represented in
the space of e-portfolios.

In this article, I consider the negotiating
process that preservice teachers undertake when
constructing an electronic teaching portfolio.
Specifically, I look at comments made by two pre-
service teachers, Anne Jenkins (pseudonym) and
Kari. The conversations I had with Kari and Anne
spoke to the feelings these two women had con-
cerning how the e-portfolio authoring process in-
fluenced who they were—and possibly could
be—as beginning teachers. Building upon work
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that has documented how the identity-building
process of beginning teachers is fluid, multiple,
and situated (Britzman, 2003; Connelly &
Clandinin, 1999; Knowles, 1992), this study of
electronic teaching portfolios aims to illustrate
the ways that the use of e-portfolios within
teacher education programs is implicated in the
process of becoming a teacher. Further, this study
seeks to understand the reasons why preservice
teachers frequently try to present coherent and
competent identities as beginning professionals
while also undertaking the notion of identity
building as a fluid, ongoing process. Preservice
teachers, responding to mandates of the “teacher
as professional” and the “teacher as inquirer,” find
creative ways to represent this dualism within
their e-portfolios.

Though commonly thought about as a dis-
sonant dualism, it is perhaps possible to think
about how “teacher as professional” and “teacher
as inquirer” can coexist as concepts that lead pre-
service teachers to productive talk about identity.
Through highlighting Kari and Anne’s comments
about the process of authoring their e-portfolios,
I argue that teacher educators may conceptualize
future uses with electronic teaching portfolios as
doing this very thing—eliciting talk about teacher
identity. In making the term identity central to
my study, I recognize that the creation of one’s
identity is always connected with the use of
Discourses (Gee, 1999, 2001). Discourses act as
“identity kits,” and come complete with the “ap-
propriate costume and instructions on how to
act, talk, and often write, so as to take on a partic-
ular role that others will recognize” (Gee, 2001, p.
526). Crafting an identity as a teacher, then, sup-
poses employing particular Discourses in order to
be recognized as a teacher. This process, particu-
larly for beginning teachers, often involves “trying
on” a variety of ways of being a teacher. In studies
of teachers’ identities, the term identity is engaged
in multiple ways. However, in my work I charac-
terize identity as Hall (2000) did, viewing it as
something which is “not already ‘there’; rather, it
is a production, emergent, in process. It is situa-
tional—it shifts from context to context” (p. xi).

This orientation toward identity assists me in
calling attention to the ways preservice teachers
“try on” identities depending on the context in
which they find themselves.

Although use of the electronic teaching
portfolio has emerged as a topic in teacher educa-
tion that speaks to the integration of new tech-
nologies and education of preservice teachers
(Strudler & Wetzel, 2005; Yancey, 2001), thus far,
e-portfolios have not been investigated as sites
through which to explore the perhaps unantici-
pated complexities of identity negotiation within
digital text. Using electronic portfolios within
teacher education programs can work to support
preservice teachers’ growth and ability for self-
reflection, providing a context for ongoing dis-
cussions about the construction and negotiation
of teacher identity.

Situating the use of electronic
portfolios in teacher education
programs
The electronic teaching portfolio (e-portfolio)
has gained increasing prominence in teacher edu-
cation programs across the United States for its
usefulness as a tool with the potential to represent
beginning teachers’ practice (Strudler & Wetzel,
2005). It has been documented that among the
89% of schools or colleges of education that use
some type of portfolio system for assessment of
beginning teachers (Salzman, Denner, & Harris,
2002), many are moving from hard-copy portfo-
lio form to electronic form. Although it is sug-
gested that use of electronic portfolios within
schools and colleges of education is increasing,
research has been slow to document the effect of
the medium on program development or begin-
ning teachers’ practices.

Strudler and Wetzel (2005) noted that the
implementation of e-portfolio systems in teacher
education programs often has multiple goals that
include
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1. documenting the journeys of preservice
teachers;

2. promoting or marketing preservice teach-
ers for employment; and

3. guiding students toward meeting the re-
quirements of certification programs.

Because many variations of electronic teaching
portfolios exist, it is difficult to generalize about
the advantages and disadvantages of implement-
ing e-portfolio systems into any particular teacher
education program. When examining the features
of electronic portfolios, it is possible, however, to
see that some systems stress the digital medium as
a showcase for preservice teachers’ work, there-
fore demonstrating a goal toward the mastery of
teaching practices. Other e-portfolio systems lean
toward creating a space where beginning teachers
are encouraged to grapple with their thoughts
about teaching. Contrary to a mastery-driven 
e-portfolio, this latter type of e-portfolio may be
characterized more as inquiry driven. For exam-
ple, an e-portfolio focused on mastery would
highly value showcasing lesson plans that were
executed particularly well in the classroom,
whereas a portfolio driven by inquiry may value
the discussion of how a particular lesson plan
could be improved.

The dichotomy of mastery and inquiry sits
at the crux of the difficulties in negotiating one’s
teacher identity. Referring to Kari’s previous
comment about her impending interview, the di-
chotomy of mastery and inquiry asks whether 
e-portfolios are meant for beginning teachers to
demonstrate knowledge with regard to a particu-
lar domain of expertise; or, conversely, if
e-portfolios are designed to encourage the 
development of teaching as ongoing inquiry.
Literature documenting the use of e-portfolios in
teacher education programs (Strudler & Wetzel,
2005; Yancey, 2001) stresses both of these goals as
typical for e-portfolios, but how are both goals
enacted by beginning teachers? What challenges
do beginning teachers face when authoring an 
e-portfolio that stresses both mastery and in-

quiry, and what consequences does this have for
their emerging identity as teachers?

Theoretical underpinnings:
Situating the e-portfolio in the
context of “New Times”
To understand the concept and the use of the elec-
tronic teaching portfolio, it must be situated with-
in current times. One aspect of living in “New
Times,” as some have called our current era
(Lankshear, 1997), is the presence of ever-changing
technological innovation. Technological innova-
tion, which often goes out of date quickly, has re-
shaped U.S. society—a society that used to be
concerned with the production of material goods
(Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996). In New Times, Gee
(2004) has argued that work security is not reliant
upon jobs and wages, but upon one’s portfolio,
“the skills, achievements, and previous experiences
that a person owns and that he or she can arrange
and rearrange to sell him or herself for new oppor-
tunities in changed times” (p. 97). A person’s mar-
ketability, then, is reliant upon one’s ability to
essentially switch between and among Discourses
(Gee, 1999).

To highlight the ability to switch between
Discourses, Gee (1999, 2001, 2004) introduced
the term shape-shifting portfolio people to refer to
workers in New Times. He stated that “shape-
shifting portfolio people see themselves in entre-
preneurial terms. That is, they see themselves as
free agents in charge of their own selves as if
those selves were projects or businesses” (Gee,
2004, p. 105). Shape-shifting portfolio people see
their set of skills as capable of being rearranged
to fit the job market and are fully willing to re-
work the presentation of themselves to shape-
shift into something else. Preservice teachers find
themselves in a similar circumstance and are led
to present themselves as shape-shifters. As Kari
said, university instructors may want one kind of
student and those students’ future employers
may want a different kind of teacher. How can
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the e-portfolio meet the needs of both of these
audiences?

Drawing on the notion of shape-shifting
portfolio people helps to create the idea of teacher
identity as multiple, fluid, and context dependent.
Moreover, the context of New Times situates
these ideas in a particular time and place, causing
teachers and researchers to consider just how our
ever-changing technologies may affect beginning
teachers.

The context: State University’s 
e-portfolio system
State University, the site of my semester-long study,
embraces the notion that the use of e-portfolios as
part of a teacher education program can offer pre-
service teachers a tool to further support reflective
practice. State University believes the goal of reflec-
tive practice can be met while simultaneously ful-
filling particular standards aligned with teacher
education programs. Barrett (2004) noted that
many teacher education programs employ the use
of portfolios specifically to meet the needs of re-
quirements of their programs. The multiple
teacher certification programs at State University
link courses and assignments to particular stan-
dards and, as a result, the standards-based lan-
guage structures a significant portion of the
electronic portfolio system at the university.
Preservice teachers must designate which stan-
dards are met by the assignments and documents
they choose to feature in their electronic portfolio.
Figure 1 shows a page of Kari’s e-portfolio that is
specifically dedicated to meeting teacher education
standards.

Though shaped in part by standards, one of
the intentions of the use of the e-portfolio system
at State University is that it exists as a system with
the ability to change with the needs of each
teacher certification program. This vision, em-
braced by many of the instructors and staff who
work with e-portfolios, manifests itself in many
of the features of the system itself. Although the
template of the e-portfolio is the same for stu-

dents in multiple teacher certification programs
(see Figure 2), features such as the online thread-
ed discussion board (see Figure 3) have evolved at
the request of instructors of particular courses.
Use of new features like the threaded discussion
board has prompted preservice teachers to think
that the e-portfolio aims at the following two
goals: representing one’s teaching practice
through the mastery of standards as well as chal-
lenging one’s practice through ongoing inquiry.
Using one textual space, like the e-portfolio, to
document both goals (mastery and inquiry) has
proven to be difficult, if not impossible, for stu-
dents like Kari and Anne.

Data generation and analysis
This article is the first published result of a larger
study that investigated the identity-building
processes of preservice English teachers. Data
were generated as part of a semester-long ethno-
graphic study of six preservice teachers, all of
whom were student teachers at the time of the
study. As their student teaching supervisor, I was
able to observe their teaching four times per stu-
dent as well as interview all six students in pairs
three times throughout the semester. The ration-
ale for conducting interviews in pairs involved an
intention to elicit dialogue between two students
that would more authentically reveal their feel-
ings and perceptions about the teacher education
program. The data presented here draw on dia-
logue between two students, Kari Morris and
Anne Jenkins.

Kari and Anne were enrolled in the
Secondary English Education program at State
University and could be considered typical of
students enrolled in all of the teacher education
programs offered at State. Both Kari and Anne
grew up and attended school for their entire lives
within a two-hour radius of State University.
Their white, middle class background often led
them to consider themselves similar to others in
the program.
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Interviews conducted with the participants

in the study yielded data coded as relevant to pre-

service teachers’ views of the electronic portfolio

and the ways issues of identity were taken up in

this space. A constant comparative method

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was used throughout

the analysis of data, and findings were compared

with coded data in field notes and interview tran-

scripts. The analysis of data presented in this arti-

cle relied on discourse analytic techniques (Gee,

1999) to closely consider the content of the inter-
views with Kari Morris and Anne Jenkins.

As their field supervisor, I often had conver-
sations with Kari and Anne regarding issues that
are raised in this article. To limit the scope of the
article, however, I chose to highlight Kari and
Anne’s perceptions of the authoring process of
their e-portfolios and the negotiations they made
in constructing a teacher identity within a digital
space.
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F i g u r e  1
T h e  S t a n d a r d s  p a g e  ( S t a n d a r d s  1 – 3 )  

o f K a r i  M o r r i s ’ s  e - p o r t f o l i o

Kari Morris
English Teacher

State University’s Teaching Standards

Evidence of the standard being met is provided for each standard.

Standard #1: Incorporates Understanding of Human Learning and Development

Teachers design learning environments and pedagogical practices for students that are grounded in concepts

and interpretative frameworks provided by disciplines that study human development and learning.

My Teaching Philosophy, “Voices at Work” meets Standard #1 because it describes my classroom environ-

ment and pedagogy in the English curriculum based on who I am and what I believe about education.

Standard #2: Understands the Social Context of Schooling

Teachers understand how local, state, national, and global social and political contexts differentially affect

schooling and its outcomes for students.

My Teaching Story, “The First Battle in the 43rd War” meets Standard #2 because it depicts an experience I

had in a middle school classroom that shaped the way I view learning and educational goals for students in

ESL programs and students with learning disabilities.

Standard #3: Demonstrates Sophisticated Curricular Knowledge

Teachers understand the central concepts, assumptions, tools of inquiry, ways of reasoning, uncertainties, and

controversies of the disciplines that they teach to students.

The Becoming Your Character lesson plan meets Standard #3 because it anticipates problems that students

may have during the unit in hopes to prevent them. It also anticipates students’ needs for learning in that it

breaks down writing into manageable tasks and asks students to participate in the stages of writing with sup-

port from conferencing with me.



Interpretations and findings
The following sections highlight the findings
from interviews with Kari Morris and Anne
Jenkins. These findings are specifically focused on
the ways the e-portfolio worked as a tool to help
preservice teachers represent mastery and inquiry
in their practice and negotiate an identity as a be-
ginning teacher. The findings also support a com-
plex understanding of what kinds of negotiations
preservice teachers undertake in the space of elec-
tronic teaching portfolios.

Becoming shape-shifting portfolio
people
Anne Jenkins commented that she wished she
had time to create two separate portfolios—one
for future employers and one for university in-
structors. Claiming these two audiences “want
different things,” Anne eventually told me that

she would have to choose the audience for her 
e-portfolio. She said,

I hesitate to say that the university and future employ-
ers want the same things. I feel like so much this se-
mester is for our instructors at the university and not
necessarily for my future employers. I don’t know.
They’re the same in the sense that they are both edu-
cationally higher, but they have different purposes.
They like, use different language. And so, I guess my
e-portfolio has to show that. (Interview transcript,
May 6, 2003)

The idea of the university and the educational job
market using “different languages” ran through-
out several exchanges between Anne, Kari, and
me. In the above statement, Anne establishes a di-
chotomy between the university’s expectations
and the expectations of the public school. Anne’s
perceptions that the university and the public
schools are distinctly different pervaded her com-
ments and remained evident when she and Kari
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F i g u r e  2
T h e  f r o n t  p a g e  o f K a r i  M o r r i s ’ s  e - p o r t f o l i o

Kari Morris
English Teacher
1234 Ivy Street

Lakeville, XX

00000

Teaching Philosophy Read my philosophy on teaching titled, “Voices at Work.”

Teaching & Learning My virtual classroom—View a variety of lessons and activities that I have imple-

mented in the middle school and high school English teacher.

Technology View a Power Point presentation of a Holocaust Unit I designed for 9th grade.

Collaboration The International Poetry Guild, a web-based poetry community, allowed my stu-

dents to collaborate with other high school poets and University mentors.

Autobiography View who I am—personally and as a teacher. Includes my resume, autobiographi-

cal information, and an in-depth explanation of my student teaching experience.

Standards Tracks the University standards and how I have met them in the past two years.
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F i g u r e  3
T h e  t h r e a d e d  d i s c u s s i o n  f e a t u r e  o f S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ’ s  

e - p o r t f o l i o  s y s t e m

Kari Morris
English Teacher

Teaching and Learning
Link to Student Work

Introduction

Full Lesson

Childhood Narrative

Narrative writing became a major focus for “The Examined Self” class. “The Examined Self” was my class that

focused on autobiographical writing—reading and writing autobiographies with elements of interpersonal

communication skills. 

The Childhood Narrative Lesson asks students to begin constructing a personal story about their childhood.

Students focused on an event or memory that gives readers insight into their life and who they were. The

childhood narrative is the first narrative assignment; those that follow include: coming of age, teenage years,

and a future narrative.  With each narrative literary elements are introduced for students to use in their writ-

ing such as characterization, setting, dialogue, metaphor/simile, verb usage, interior monologue, blocking,

sensory imagery, plot structure, etc. The Childhood Narrative Lesson began the learning process about what a

personal narrative is and how to use some of the techniques in writing. Students read published narratives

and an autobiographical book of their choice to serve as models for their understanding of the autobiographi-

cal genre and writing within that genre.

Back to Top

Comments: Start a new discussion

Needed? (Morris, Kari)

I think this evidence cluster meets the same standards as my

“Howl” evidence cluster and so my question is—did I justify my

standards well and are there any I missed? I don’t feel like this

is my strongest evidence cluster as far as meeting the standards

go. Also, should I show student work? Would any images,

handouts, student work, or my syllabus for the class help the

evidence cluster further?

Comments List Add your comments

-re: Needed? (Hallman, Heidi)

-re: Needed? (A Classmate)



talked about the relationship between theory and
practice.

The dichotomy between the goals of the
university and those of the public school is dis-
cussed in work documenting the perceptions of
preservice teachers (Britzman 2003; Rose, 1999),
and in Anne and Kari’s case that dichotomy ap-
pears to serve a purpose: It gives them a way to
establish their identity in both the space of the
university and that of the public school. In the
following exchange, Anne and Kari show how
they intend to shape-shift when speaking to other
educators.

Kari: I’m glad I know those terms...like metacogni-
tion, just so I know what it is. But I don’t
think it’s going to enter my vocabulary unless
I’m talking at a university level.

Anne: Exactly. I’ll only use it when talking to other
educators and even then it will probably
only be other university level educators or
something like that. Or maybe in interview-
ing to make myself sound all scholarly and
interesting.

Kari: I don’t think I could do that. I’d sound 
awkward.

Anne: I think they are really just buzzwords a lot of
times. I mean people talk about this stuff all
the time without using the words but you
need the buzzwords to sound all knowledge-
able in your field. I don’t think I’ll even use
them on the e-portfolio. I’m not sure yet.
(Interview transcript, May 6, 2003)

In this segment of talk, Kari places the use of cer-
tain terms (terms associated with the School of
Education) in a particular space, the space of the
university. Even though she acknowledges that
these terms may exist in the spaces of both the
public school and the university, she references
the fact that the two Discourses are not static and
bounded, but rather fluid (Gee, 1999). She also
understands that language is used in different
ways, depending on its context of use.

Anne responds to Kari’s comments with af-
firmations and suggests another context in which
the vocabulary she associates with the university

may be used—the interview. In positioning a par-
ticular use of language as appropriate for an in-
terview, she says that using such language would
make her sound “all scholarly and interesting.”
She does not say that the use of this language
would prove her scholarship, but rather that it
would act as a signifier of scholarship. Anne also
hopes to use her ability to shape-shift as a user of
certain types of language as an advantage, there-
fore evoking a particular image of herself as a
teacher. Kari responds to Anne’s suggestion of us-
ing language in this way, claiming that she may
“sound awkward” if she tried to do this. Kari then
lets Anne know that the use of language in a cer-
tain way may not be a true reflection of self, but
rather a signifier of an image she possibly could
evoke.

Anne’s teaching philosophy worked to
bridge the two environments in which she took
part—her student teaching site and State
University’s English Education program. Figure 4
shows Anne’s teaching philosophy as it appeared
on her e-portfolio. The way Anne frames ongoing
inquiry is evident in the content of the second
paragraph of her teaching philosophy. The third
paragraph works to bring the interactions be-
tween teacher and students into consideration
when crafting a philosophy of teaching.

In considering the dialogue between Anne
and Kari, it is apparent that they understand how
different spaces may cause one to interpret the
same content differently. Anne and Kari recognize
the complexity involved in crafting a single text—
such as the e-portfolio—for multiple audiences,
while also being aware of what this may mean for
their process of becoming teachers. This negotia-
tion or process of shape-shifting is not new.
Teachers have always negotiated how identities
change in different spaces. However, by suggest-
ing that preservice teachers must create two sepa-
rate portfolios, one for future employers and one
for professors and instructors at the university,
Anne indicates that there is something different
about crafting her teacher identity within the
space of the e-portfolio. Instead of being able to
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F i g u r e  4
A n n e  J e n k i n s ’ s  t e a c h i n g  p h i l o s o p h y

Anne Jenkins
English Teacher

Teaching Philosophy
Return to Philosophy intro page

Return to Philosophy justification

I remember the day that I got my acceptance letter to the School of Education at State University was one of

the most gratifying days of my life. I was so excited that I started shaking and screaming—I could not help

thinking “I actually made it into the program. I am going to be a teacher.” Of course, my first instinct was to

start telephoning people and telling them the news. Everyone seemed genuinely excited for me, except one

friend. She asked me: “Anne, are you sure you want to go through with this? You’re smart enough to be a doc-

tor, why don’t you keep going with that?” This one statement completely tempered my excitement. I was im-

mediately filled with self-doubt—was I making the wrong decision? Is teaching really for me? Will I be ful-

filled? Can I handle the fact that most people seem to still believe teaching is a career one settles for, not one a

person would actually choose? Despite my doubts, I enrolled in the program, and from the moment I walked

into a classroom, I have be certain that I chose the only career that will prove fulfilling and challenging for the

rest of my life.

I believe that teachers need to have a passion for what they are doing. Teachers must feel that they can make a

difference in students’ lives and they need to love working with youth. I have a passion for teaching and each

day I student teach I feel that passion growing. With that passion comes a strong desire to constantly reflect on

my teaching and continue to learn new teaching methods. I feel that it is very important for teachers to con-

stantly be learning and trying new approaches to teaching. One never knows what might be missed if you do

not try new things. I feel that this process of learning and trying new things keeps me fresh and excited about

teaching. I have observed too many educators who have decided they know the best way to teach and therefore

fall into a rut. They teach the same way day in and day out, which is boring for the students and the teacher.

Throughout my time in the School of Education, I have realized that I believe in two fundamental aspects of

education: 1.) My first priority is meeting the need of my students and creating a student-centered classroom

2.) 1 cannot achieve my first goal if I do not help my students create a community of respect. Student-

centered classrooms allow students to take control of and vest interest in their own education. I prefer to give

students choices in the classroom. At the beginning of each course I find out what the students want to learn

in the course, what aspects of the course worry them, and how they prefer to learn—ie. group work, discus-

sion, reading, writing etc. After thoroughly examining the students’ responses, I alter the course where I can

to meet the needs and expectations of the students and specifically point out to the students the changes that I

made. This initial activity allows the students to see that their opinions and goals do matter to me and they

will always be taken into account. To establish community in my classroom, I also start each course with a

discussion about my only behavior rule in the class: have respect for yourself, your peers and the teacher. As a

class we decide what this rule means and how we will work as a group to stick to the rule. Again, this activity

allows the students to see that their opinions are important and help the students feel they are part of a com-

munity. From this foundation, I work with my students to create an environment that is academically rigor-

ous, while at the same time, meeting and respecting the various needs of individuals.



negotiate how language is dependent on context,
preservice teachers appear to face a new dilemma
when thinking about how to represent themselves
and their practice in textual space intended for
multiple purposes and audiences.

Simultaneous representation of
oneself as both competent teacher
and inquisitive student
Preservice teachers negotiate the ways spoken and
written text portray their identities as teachers.
Their audiences—the university and the public
school interviewers—are the readers of the 
e-portfolios. However, beginning teachers also
state that shifting their language depending on
context is not as possible in a written text as it is
in spoken discourse. Consequently, they will like-
ly have a more difficult time constructing their
identity as beginning teachers within the 
e-portfolio. Kari and Anne consistently asked
who the audience for the e-portfolio was. How
does one portray oneself when writing for multi-
ple and sometimes conflicting audiences?

The e-portfolio can be thought about as an
instrument designed to transmit information
about teaching practices and teacher identity over
virtual space. No longer is it necessary that a
physical document of representation, such as a
hard copy or paper portfolio, be sent to a future
employer when an electronic document can be
accessed. Conceptualized at State University as a
tool that can move between audiences, the 
e-portfolio is seen as a conduit that takes infor-
mation from one forum to another. Framed by
teacher education standards mandated by the
university and that reference university course-
work, the e-portfolio also endorses the showcas-
ing of lesson plans preservice teachers use in
practicums and student teaching classrooms. This
display of these various documents situates the 
e-portfolio as a kind of virtually paved road be-
tween the sites of the university and the schools.
It assumes that the work produced by preservice
teachers in both sites can merge fluidly.

Anne and Kari found it difficult to see how
the content of the e-portfolio could move
smoothly from the School of Education to a hir-
ing committee. Though envisioned to serve mul-
tiple audiences, Anne and Kari positioned their
e-portfolios in various ways in their conversations
about the medium, deliberating which position-
ing would serve them best. Much like choosing
spoken language dependent on one’s context,
these preservice teachers were aware that written
text is filled with the politics of knowing how
one’s words will be perceived in different arenas.
In the following conversation, Kari and Anne dis-
cussed how to represent oneself as a teacher with-
in the e-portfolio.

Anne: My main concern is getting a job. The purpose
of the portfolio is to get a job.

Heidi: If someone said that you have the job you want
would you be willing to take more risks in the
portfolio?

Kari: I’d be like, cool, I can do freaky things on this
portfolio. I mean, not freaky, but I could, just,
like, experiment. I could put any, you know
what I mean, I would, I would not have to
worry so much about how I’d come off in the
marketplace.

Anne: I’m not overly concerned about how I come
off. If people look at it and don’t like it then
we’re not a good match.

Kari: But don’t you feel that you could take more of
a risk? 

Anne: I’m unsure.... I guess I don’t have a desire to
take a risk. I’m not really limiting myself, I’m
just not sure how I would take a risk. I’m put-
ting up what I want to put up.

Kari: If I had my dream job I might put up one of
my first lessons—before I was even in the 
program and then put up a lesson I have now
designed, but I do still want to show my
strengths. There’s such a tension. (Interview
transcript, May 13, 2003)

An examination of this segment of talk
finds that Kari feels the tension between crafting
an identity for herself and then presenting this
identity within the confines of her e-portfolio.
Anne and Kari are clearly concerned about how
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they portray themselves to future employers, al-
though Kari seems more concerned about how
she would represent herself if there weren’t “risks”
(coming off poorly to interviewers) than Anne
does. Anne acknowledges not taking risks as lim-
iting, but she claims not to feel limited.

Kari is concerned about “how she comes off
in the marketplace,” introducing the idea of how
a written text creates and situates one in an iden-
tity. She connects the self that people view her as
to the self she depicts on the e-portfolio.
Therefore, Kari is concerned with her “voice” in
the “sense of the way [she] wants to sound, rather
than in the sense of the stance [she] is taking”
(Ivanic ‡, 1998, p. 25). In the interview, Kari claims
that if she didn’t have to construct herself as
aligned with particular ideologies, she “could do
freaky things.” Her construction of an identity as
represented in the e-portfolio is clearly limiting
her. She claims that it may be important to her to
depict her first lessons, before she was in the
teacher education program, but she also wants to
show her strengths.

The threaded discussion site, a new feature
of the e-portfolio at State University, was also a
source of tension for Kari and Anne. This feature
emerged in the English Education methods
course as a way to promote teaching as inquiry.
The intent was for the online threaded discussion
space to be a place where preservice teachers
could question their practices and deliberate
about how their practices are informed by their
knowledge about teaching.

In the threaded discussion highlighted in
Figure 3, Kari wonders about the standards that
might be met by her poetry unit. She asks for
feedback from her instructor and fellow peers,
which they give her. When I asked Kari to reflect
on whether the comments she received were
helpful, she replied as follows:

Yeah, they were. But I’m actually kind of worried that
they’re up there. You know, if someone like a future
employer would look at it they’d see all these ques-
tions about what standards I’m meeting. Like I don’t

know what I’m doing. And so, I’m kind of concerned
about this. Also, besides the questioning, I’m just not
sure what it makes me look like. Like, what kind of a
teacher is this person? Not really a confident new
teacher. (Interview transcript, May 13, 2003)

Kari’s comments about the online threaded dis-
cussion feature point again to the dichotomy be-
tween mastery and inquiry. Kari, when
commenting about her use of the discussion fea-
ture, looks upon questioning as antithetical to the
way a knowledgeable new teacher should be. Kari
was reluctant to keep using the online discussion
feature, because she knew those discussions about
her practice might be seen by her potential em-
ployers. She made the following comments about
this:

So I know that anyone can see what I write on the dis-
cussion board. And I know that I have to do this [post
questions] for class, but I sort of don’t want to be-
cause I don’t want to look like I don’t know what I’m
doing. (Interview transcript, May 13, 2003)

Encouraged by her university instructor to be an
inquirer, Kari was asked to post two questions re-
lated to each unit on her e-portfolio. As we can
see through her comments, this isn’t a positive in
Kari’s mind, for it may jeopardize how she is per-
ceived as a new teacher.

Future use of electronic
teaching portfolios:
Implications for preservice
teachers and teacher
educators
As evidenced by Kari’s and Anne’s talk, presenting
an identity as a beginning teacher within the
space of the e-portfolio means making important
choices about how to write for multiple audi-
ences. The e-portfolio as a space points out the
tension in representing oneself as a beginning
teacher and offers evidence of the fact that begin-
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ning teachers must choose what is important
within their own representation; they must de-
cide if and how they are to be shape-shifters.

Preservice teachers’ feelings of tension when
representing themselves as teachers within the 
e-portfolio may lead many to perceive their iden-
tity as fractured or dissonant. In many spaces, the
idea of a dissonant identity would be problematic
and undesirable. However, when considering the
possibilities the e-portfolio affords in thinking
about how to negotiate identity within a text, it
may be possible to think about dissonance as in-
novative and creative.

Dissonance in one’s teacher identity may be
a fruitful subject to be taken up by teacher educa-
tors. Teacher educators, as this article illustrates,
must be the next step in assisting beginning
teachers to use the e-portfolio as a tool to negoti-
ate their teacher identity. A starting point for
teacher educators may be to engage their students
in conversations about e-portfolios as tools rather
than simply as sites in which to showcase good
work, to encourage thinking about teaching prac-
tice and teacher identity. In an effort to engage in
teaching for transformation and social change,
teacher educators must recognize the difficulty
many preservice teachers have in striving for a
balance between being a knowledgeable teacher
and an inquisitive student. Perhaps this recogni-
tion means that preservice teachers and teacher
educators alike must abandon their hope for a
one-dimensional identity as a teacher, and instead
realize that the path to becoming a teacher must
confront and embrace the tensions between mas-
tery and inquiry. Moreover, teacher educators can
help beginning teachers recognize that the disso-
nance they feel in the effort of constructing their
identity as beginning teachers should be viewed
as constructive.
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