Developing a Professional Portfolio in Nursing

Marilyn H. Oermann

A professional portfolio is a collection of carefully selected materials
that document the nurse’s competencies and illustrate the expertise of
the nurse. Since a portfolio is developed over time, it also provides a
way of monitoring professional development. By periodically reviewing
the portfolio, nurses can assess their progress in meeting personal and
professional goals and can better plan their careers in nursing. This
article describes professional portfolios, their uses in nursing, and how
to develop and maintain one.

Il nurses should maintain a
professional portfolio to
reflect on their own devel-
opment of knowledge and
skills over time, present
evidence of competencies,
and market themselves when apply-
ing for career ladder positions or new
jobs in nursing.

A professional portfolio contains
materials that document the nurse’s
competencies and experiences and
illustrate the career path of the nurse.
Artists, photographers, designers, and
other professionals use portfolios to
showcase their work for clients and
potential employers. Portfolios in nurs-
ing accomplish the same purpose —
they showcase the nurse’s background
and expertise for others to review. This
article describes professional portfolios,
their uses in nursing, and how to
develop and maintain one.

Marilyn H. Oertnann, PhD, RN, FAAN,
is a professor in the College of Nursing
at Wayne State University in Detroit,
Michigan.

Professional Portfolios

A professional portfolio is a compila-
tion of carefully selected materials that

document the nurse’s competencies.
The materials placed in a portfolio
illustrate the background, skills, and
expertise of the nurse (Trossman,
1999). The portfolio also provides a
way of monitoring the nurse’s own
professional development. By periodi-
cally reviewing the portfolio, nurses
can assess their progress in meeting
personal and professional goals and
can better plan their careers in nursing.

The portfolio does not replace the
resume or curriculum vitae, but pro-
vides information not available from
these alone. A resume and curriculum
vitae list the educational institutions
attended, the positions held, and
other background information about
the nurse. The portfolio provides evi-
dence of the competencies and
expertise of the nurse developed as a
result of these experiences.

Types of Portfolios

There are two types of portfolios, best-
work and growth and development
(Gaberson & Oermann, 1999; Oer-
mann & Gaberson, 1998). Best-work
portfolios provide evidence of the
nurse’s competencies and expertise.
These portfolios are used as documen-
tation for career ladder promotions,
job applications, annual performance
reviews, accreditations, initial and
continuing certification, and situa-
tions in which other people will be
reviewing the portfolio. These portfo-
lios contain carefully selected materi-
als that are organized, labeled, and
prepared for review by others.
Growth and development portfo-
lios are designed for nurses to monitor
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In the portfolio, the nurse can list
professional goals to be achieved
and related time frames, and the

nurse can use the portfolio to
monitor progress in meeting them.

their progress in meeting personal and
professional learning goals. Nurses use
this type of portfolio to evaluate their
own learning and development, not
for others to review. The growth and
development portfolio is a working
document that provides ongoing evi-
dence of competencies. The nurse can
then select materials from this docu-
ment to include in a best-work portfo-
lio that is shown to others.

Uses of Portfolios in Nursing

Portfolios in nursing may be used for
professional development, for career
ladder promotions and with job app-
lications, for annual performance
appraisals, as documentation of em-
ployee performance for accreditation
surveys, when applying to education-
al programs, and to document contin-
uing competence.

Professional Development

A portfolio enables nurses to monitor
the development of their competencies
over a period of time. The documents
in a portfolio provide evidence of what
has been accomplished to meet per-
sonal and professional learning needs,
progress in achieving career goals, and
where further learning is needed.

Used in this way, the portfolio
serves as a plan for professional devel-
opment. Registered dietitians and di-
etetic technicians recently began
using the portfolio for recertification;
the portfolio includes a learning plan,
a log of completed continuing profes-
sional activities with supporting docu-
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mentation, and an evaluation of out-
comes of learning (Pertel, 1999).

In nursing the portfolio could be
used as a continued competency doc-
umentation tool. Nurses could list
learning activities they have complet-
ed, evaluate their etfectiveness in pro-
moting professional growth and con-
tinued competency, and specify goals
to be accomplished.

In using the portfolio as a plan for
professional development, the nurse
progresses through four steps, similar
to the nursing process.

Step 1 is the learning needs

assessment in which the nurse
evaluates his or her own knowledge
and skills to identify areas for further
learning. From this needs assessment,
the nurse identifies personal and pro-
fessional goals to be met. This step is
similar to the assessment and diagnos-
tic phases of the nursing process
(Oermann, 1998).

The next step is to develop a

plan for meeting those learn-
ing needs. The plan may include inser-
vice and continuing education, com-
pletion of selected clinical experiences
and other types of learning activities,
independent practice of skills, reading
of articles and other types of publica-
tions to fill gaps in knowledge, and
many others. All of these activities
with accompanying due dates are
included in the learning plan.

The third step is implementa-

tion of the plan, which involves
completing the activities specified in it.
The implementation dates are includ-
ed, thereby providing a record of con-

tinued learning and development for
review by others. It also is helpful to
include a list of materials to be collect-
ed for the portfolio that provide evi-
dence of the learning activities com-
pleted, such as records of continuing
education.

The final step is evaluation of

the outcomes of learning and
revision of the plan if indicated. In this
step, the nurse assesses progress made
in meeting learning needs and decides
on areas for continued professional
development. The portfolio includes
the plan for professional development
with accompanying materials that val-
idate completion of the learning activ-
ities, competencies developed and
maintained, new knowledge gained,
and other outcomes of learning. Table
1 provides a sample professional devel-
opment plan that can be included in a
portfolio.

A portfolio used in this way also
helps nurses in planning their careers.
All too often nurses change positions
without considering where they want
tobein 1, §, and 10 years, and they do
not evaluate how each position fits
into their career plans. In the portfo-
lio, the nurse can list professional
goals to be achieved and related time
frames and can use the portfolio to
monitor progress in meeting them. In
this way, the portfolio is a career-plan-
ning journal that guides setting career
goals and making career decisions
(Koch et al., 1998).

Career Ladder Promotions

and Job Mobility

Another use of the portfolio is for
career ladder promotions within the
organization and for seeking new posi-
tions in nursing. The portfolio provides
justification for a career ladder promo-
tion in the clinical setting and contains
documents that support it (Brooks et
al., 1998).

The nurse also can use a portfolio
when applying for a new position. The
portfolio demonstrates to the potential
employer the knowledge, skills, and
relevant experiences of the nurse. With
the portfolio, nurses can more easily
market themselves to potential em-
ployers, illustrating their value and how
they could fulfill the demands of the
position. Portfolios allow nurses to take
control of their professional develop-
ment (Brooks & Madda, 1999). A relat-
ed advantage is that the portfolio is
readily available for career transitions.
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TABLE 1
Sample Plan for Professional Development

P e T S SRR T W S W
Learning Needs Goal Learning Activity and Contact Evaluation Supporting
Activities Date Done Hours Materials in
with Due Dates Portfolio
Patient Improve knowl- | Develop teaching | 3 plans Improved under- | 3 teaching plans
education edge and skills plans for patients | developed and standing of how
for teaching on unit/adapt reviewed by to adapt teach-
patients with standardized manager; ing materials for
varied health plans; have man- | 9/22/01 patients. Written
problems ager or another plans met criteria
expert nurse established by
review them manager and
(due 10/01) used in facility
Attend CE Attended 4 contact hours | Passed posttest | Copy of
program on inservice program;
patient teaching | program on certificate of
(due before 11/12/01 attendance;

1/02) posttest results
Read articles on | Read two articles | Passed CE test Able to use Articles;
patient teaching | (see portfolio with article for concepts in certificate
(due 9/01) documents); 2 contact hours | own teaching; indicating
9/2/01 improved contact hours
strategies for received
teaching older
patients
Review Internet | Served on com- Sites being Worksheets for

sites that could
be used by
patients on unit
(due 11/01)

mittee to review
sites; completed
literature review
and evaluated 28
Internet sites.
Project complet-

developed as
handout for
patients;
improved
knowledge of
using Internet for

review of sites;
final document

ed 1/4/02 health teaching
Serve on unit Committee Continuing
patient member; committee Committee
education developed member minutes;
committee pamphlet on summary report
(join by 10/01) | calcium

supplements

s B T T e R S S R B TaE il S R A

Annual Performance Appraisals

In addition to self growth and profes-
sional development, the portfolio also
is a valuable tool for annual perform-
ance appraisals. When portfolios are
used for self-growth, this is defined as
formative evaluation. This type of
evaluation gives feedback to the nurse
about progress in developing compe-
tencies for practice. Formative evalua-

tion identifies where further learning
and development are needed.

Annual pertormance appraisals, a
form of summative evaluation, are
done at periodic intervals to indicate
the extent to which the nurse has
achieved specific competencies. Sum-
mative evaluation certifies the compe-
tencies of the nurse at a particular
point in time (Oermann, 1998, 1999;
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Oermann & Gaberson, 1998).

For annual reviews the nurse can
collect and organize documents that
demonstrate achievement of the per-
formance standards. The portfolio
then shows how the nurse met these
standards or exceeded them. The port-
folio can be submitted to the manager
before the annual review so the man-
ager has this documentation when
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It is best to save more materials

than needed for the current portfolio

because at a later time, the purpose

of the portfolio might change.

completing the review. In this way the
portfolio validates and supplements
known information about the nurse
(Brooks & Madda, 1999).

Accreditation Surveys

Portfolios also can be used for accredi-
tation surveys as a means of docu-
menting employees’ performance and
to provide additional data to support
the accreditation standards. With Joint
Commission on Accreditation of
Healthcare Organizations surveys, the
portfolio complements the human
resource files by containing docu-
ments that validate the nurse’s compe-
tencies (Brooks & Madda, 1999).

Applications for Nursing
Education Programs

In some nursing education programs,
a portfolio can be submitted with the
application materials. The portfolio
can be used to summarize past educa-
tional and work experiences as a basis
for advanced placement in the nurs-
ing program. Once accepted into the
program, the nurse can expand the
portfolio to include new knowledge
and skills acquired in the program.

Continuing Competence
Documentation
Portfolios provide documentation of
continued competence of the nurse.
There are some proposals being con-
sidered that would require RNs to
maintain a professional portfolio for
relicensure and certification.
Examples of documents for the
portfolio are skill assessment invento-
ries; testing at specified intervals (e.g.,
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computer-simulated testing in the
practice specialty, initial specialty certi-
fication, or recertification testing);
appraisals of role expectations and
individual abilities; academic nursing
education; continuing education dir-
ected toward the nurse’s area of clinical
practice; and partnerships between the
regulatory body and employers for the
purpose of validating nurses’ compe-
tency in practice (McGuire et al., 1998).

Nurses in England are required to
maintain a personal professional pro-
file, a portfolio, as a record of their pro-
fessional development and how they
fulfilled the requirements for continu-
ing education (English National Board
for Nursing, Midwifery and Health
Visiting, 1998).

Portfolios are an effective way of
validating competencies for recertifi-
cation. In a portfolio nurses can col-
lect materials that provide evidence of
their continuing competencies and
how they developed them.

Documents to Include
in a Portfolio

The documents in a professional port-
folio are selected according to its pur-
pose. Materials in a portfolio for self
growth and career development will
differ from ones in a portfolio de-
signed to justify a career ladder pro-
motion. Differences also occur be-
cause of variations in nurses’ clinical
specialties, units and settings in which
employed, responsibilities, and goals.
Nurses vary in the competencies they
need to maintain, which ultimately

affects the documents placed in a
portfolio. As a result, no two portfo-
lios will be the same.
Because there are so many docu-
ments that could be placed in a port-
folio, the nurse should be selective
about what to include. The portfolio
should contain materials that illus-
trate the nurse's competencies, high-
light achievements and educational
accomplishments, and achieve the
purpose of developing the portfolio,
rather than every document produced
in a career.
For example, to demonstrate com-
petencies in multidisciplinary collabo-
ration, the portfolio might include
materials developed by a collaborative
practice team on which the nurse
served, revised pathway and order set
developed by the team noting the
nurse’s role in this team effort, educa-
tional program developed for nursing
staff to prepare them for using the
new pathway, minutes of meetings
and the nurse’s participation in them,
and a letter from selected team mem-
bers summarizing the nurse’s con-
tributions. Table 2 illustrates the
types of documents that might be
placed in a portfolio.
As documents are collected for the
portfolio, the nurse should label and
date them. It is best to save more
materials than needed for the current
portfolio because at a later time, the
purpose of the portfolio might change.
Materials can be organized in files so
they are not misplaced, or they may
be placed directly into the portfolio.
Rather than placing all documents in
one file, it is best to develop a filing
system that matches the purposes of
the portfolio. For instance, if the port-
folio is intended to justify a career lad-
der promotion, files can be prepared
for each criterion to be met; then as
documents are collected, they can be
placed in the file that relates to the cri-
terion.
O’Halloran (1996) suggested using
at least four separate files:
® Fducation, which contains the res-
ume or curriculum vitae, other for-
mal education, the license number
and state, certifications with titles
and organizations, and awards

® Performance, including position des-
criptions and evaluations of perform-
ance, reference letters, commenda-
tions, and other evidence of meeting
performance expectations

e Community service and profession-
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TABLE 2
Materials for Professional Portfolio

® Resume

® Plan for professional development with supporting documents
that verify activities completed and learning outcomes

® Academic transcripts indicating completion of nursing
programs and additional course work

@ Health records
@ Job description
@ Performance appraisals
@ Competency checklists

@ Certifications (e.g., ACLS and specialty certifications) with
renewal dates and hours completed toward recertification

@ Continuing education (with documentation of contact hours)
and relationship to personal and professional goals

@ Inservice education programs attended (e.g., skill updates,

® Materials produced for patients and staff (e.g., teaching plans,
forms, skills checklists, and others); quality improvement
projects; and other materials that indicate knowledge,
competencies, and expertise of nurse

® List of committees, materials developed by committees, and
documentation of participation (e.g., minutes of meetings,
reports of committees, summary of responsibilities for
committee work)

@ Presentations given on unit, in clinical agency, in community,
and in other settings; documents developed for presentations
(e.g., programs, lecture outlines, handouts, sample trans-
parencies and slides [hard copies], learning activities
completed by participants, and others); and summaries
of participants’ evaluations

@ Projects on unit and institution-wide, grants, and research studies
with documentation of own role, funding if applicable, time
frame of project, results, and how findings were disseminated

competency validations, unit-based programs, and others) with

record of attendance

@ Other types of educational experiences completed in the organi-

zation with record of attendance

(include reports of projects)

® Writing samples (e.g., published articles in refereed journals,
papers in non-refereed journals, columns, newsletters, book
reviews, summaries of literature reviews, letters to the editor,
flyers, and other examples of writing skills)

al nursing activities in the commu-
nity, such as membership in nursing
and other types of organizations,
committee work, and other types of
participation

e Continuing education with docu-
mentation of programs attended,
CEUs and contact hours received,
and outcomes of learning from these
programs

When the portfolio will be re-
viewed by others, the nurse should
select the most relevant documents to
include, organize them logically, and
label each one. In organizing and label-
ing the materials, the nurse should
make the relationship clear between
the documents and competencies they
validate, should indicate how the
materials support a performance ap-
praisal or career ladder promotion, and
should clarify how they demonstrate
the nurse’s knowledge and expertise.
Review of the portfolio by a colleague
will often show where further clarifica-
tion is needed.

The portfolio can be placed in a
three-ring binder with pockets. It is
time-saving to develop as many docu-
ments as possible on the computer so

they can be updated easily. When the
portfolio is reviewed by others, for
instance, with annual performance
appraisals or when applying for a new
position, it should “look profession-
al.” This means that materials should
be typed, sections should be labeled,
and a table of contents should be pre-
pared. The nurse’s name and contact
information should be easy to find.
Often nurses include their resumes or
curriculum vita in a portfolio, which
can be placed in the beginning.

Next Step

Nurses across clinical specialties and
settings need a portfolio for the rea-
sons outlined in this article. The port-
folio should be started now if not
done already to avoid lost opportuni-
ties to save documents for it. With so
many career opportunities available
for nurses, the portfolio might be
needed at any time when the nurse is
pursuing a promotion in the clinical
setting, considering a new position in
the agency, or applying for a new pos-
ition. Once initiated, the portfolio can
then be maintained and reviewed
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periodically to monitor growth and
development and to document prog-
ress in meeting career goals.
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Win a computer
in Foundation Raffle
at Congress 2002!

he NAON Foundation Electronics Raffle is returning

for Congress 2002. Three great prizes with a total

value of over $2,800 will be awarded! First prize is a
Dell Inspiron Notebook computer valued at $2,250.
Second and third prizes are two differnt Palm Pilot mod-
els with respective values of $450 and $150.

A minimum of 250 tickets and a maximum of 750
tickets will be sold. Your chances of winning are at least 1
in 750. Tickets are $20 each, and only 750 will be sold. If
the minimum number of 250 tickets is not sold, all fees
will be returned. The drawing will be held in Las Vegas at
NAON's 22nd Annual Congress. Purchaser must be 21
years or older, does not have to be a NAON member, and
does not have to be present to win. The Foundation will
ship prizes to the winners if necessary.

Ticket purchasers will be supporting educational and
research opportunities for individuals pursuing careers in
orthopaedic nursing practice, education, administration,
and research. All proceeds go to support the NAON
Foundation.

YES! I want to purchase ticket(s) for the
NAON Foundation Electronics Raffle.

Name

Address

City State Zip

Daytime Phone

Number of tickets

Amount Enclosed $

Please complete this form and return it with your check
to reach the Foundation office no later than May 10,
2002. Thank you for your contribution to the NAON
Foundation!

NAON Foundation
Electronics Raffle
East Holly Avenue Box 56
Pitman, NJ 08071-0056
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rthopaedic
Nurses

USC University Hospital, located on the USC Health
Sciences campus, is o 284-bed academic center that is
mnternationally respected as one of the finest medical
teaching and research centers on the West Coast, [t pro-
motes g unique environment in which our nurses are
encouraged to utilize their critical-thinking and problem-
solving skills in planning and delivering complex, highly
sophisticated patient care.

At this time we are secking experienced Orthopacdic
RNs or New Grads who want to pursue their careers in i
state-of-the-art lacility, This 3-bed unit includes a wide
range of patient types, including joint replicement, spine
surgery, infected bone, orthopacdic oncology, neurology
Z!I'ELF !K‘l]r().‘\ll!‘}.’_k‘l"\'

Located near the heart of Los Angeles, our emplovees
enjoy all of the cultural, entertainment and recreational
opportunitics for which Southern California is famous
USCUH offers excellent salaries,

benefits and a lucrative relocation -

assistance  package. Please send

yvour resume or call the Human l SC
Resources  Dept,, 1500 San

3. : . — o i e

Pablo St., Los r\n;.,'d;..s. CA 90033; UNIVERSITY
(800) 955-6515, FAX: (323) 442- e

8752. c-mail:  employment@ HOSPITAL
uscuh.hsc.usc.edu, FOLE
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