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Now that Flanders is increasingly evolving into a multi-cultural society, students can no 
longer do without intercultural competences. They must be aware of and be open to the 
diversity of society, know the living and working worlds of people with different cultural 
backgrounds, and be able to communicate with them. Working on this knowledge and 
these skills and attitudes is possible using an intercultural communication portfolio. 
Karel de Grote Hogeschool initiated a pilot project with such a portfolio during the 
previous academic year: a premiere for the Dutch-speaking education world1.  
 
The Bologna process, the Flemish education decrees, the accreditation visits, and changes in 
our society2 have been the cause of considerable activity in higher education in recent years. 
The accent is now increasingly being placed on capabilities over knowledge. Higher 
education aspires to produce students with the competences required to take their place in the 
labour market. Competent beginning professionals are able to integrate knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and personal qualities3 in order to perform adequately in specific professional 
situations4. The switch from subject-oriented to competence-oriented curricula, however, 
cannot happen without a change in mentality among instructors and students. The integration 
of portfolios quickens this process. In order to work fluently and in a result-oriented way with 
this new instrument, competence profiles must be put in place, innovative working methods 
tested and a new assessment culture introduced. With a portfolio, students can also be 
supervised in situations ranging from strongly controlling, through shared learning, to self-
guided learning. 
 
1. Working with portfolios in higher education 
1.1. Thematic scientific research 
Thematic scientific research (TSR) into ‘working with portfolios’ was begun in the 
department of Commercial Sciences and Business Administration of the Karel de Grote 
Hogeschool in Antwerp during academic year 2004-20055. Portfolios have been used for a 
longer time in language education. The project intends to investigate whether a generic 
concept can also be set up for other competences. Moreover, the European Language 
Portfolio6 (ELP), the model for the 65 validated language portfolios, is insufficiently focused 
on students in higher education. Descriptors for translation and the intercultural component of 
communication are also missing. The ELP is still too much a dossier and evaluation tool, 
while a portfolio is a flexible instrument with many more possibilities. At the same time, 
thematic scientific research into intercultural skills in a multi-cultural and multilingual society 
is underway. Both TSR projects have overlapping areas that were made concrete in the 
Intercultural Communication Portfolio (ICC). 
 
1.2. The portfolio concept 
Before a portfolio concept can be elaborated, a number of questions must first be answered. 
What is the scope of the portfolio? Which competences does it include? For what purpose will 



 

the instrument be used? How strong will the external supervision be? 
Professional bachelors must be able to take their place on the work floor immediately. Thus, 
educational profiles must be written for the various educational programmes that fit the 
professional competences of the specific field. A choice can be made for an educationally 
broad portfolio that takes its point of departure from the competences contained in the 
educational profile, with students working in a focused way per module on a number of 
competences. Alternatively, the choice can be made to introduce the portfolio idea by linking 
it to a number of educational components with motivated lecturers. After evaluation, the 
concept can then be refined. Both students and lecturers learn to work with the instrument. In 
order to give lecturers the opportunity to test the flexibility of the instrument by applying it to 
their own educational component, a choice finally was made for the multi-layered 
introduction of multiple test portfolios with a paper version being chosen over the electronic 
portfolio. 
The lecturers themselves selected the competences that were included in the portfolio and 
discussed the instrument and the competences with the students. Placing the focus on task-
oriented education gives students the chance to work in groups and reflect on these tasks. The 
Korthagen cycle7 was introduced to refine the activity after reflection. By means of 
continuous self-evaluation and formative feedback from peers and lecturers, the student gains 
insight into his or her learning process and the possible optimisation thereof.  
In the Department of Commercial Sciences and Business Administration, portfolios are used 
to transparently engage in and reflect on the development of the student's competences  
(development portfolio) and for the supervision (supervision portfolio) and assessment 
(assessment portfolio) of this process by the lecturer, who in this way is also assigned the role 
of coach. 
At the end of the programme, the student can convert the completed portfolio into a job 
application or presentation portfolio in order to give potential employers insight into the 
competences acquired. He or she can also use it as a starting portfolio for further lifelong 
learning. 
The structure, content and selection of competences determine how the instrument will be 
guided. To facilitate comparison and evaluation, a fixed structure was chosen for all test 
portfolios. The content was largely determined by the student, who includes the documents, 
reflection reports, self-evaluation lists and outputs from assignments that are representative at 
that moment of his or her activity. The students themselves determine which attitudes, 
knowledge and skill aspects of the competences (expressed in descriptors) they will work on. 
This makes the portfolio – despite its standardised form – an individualised instrument for the 
student, which provides a high degree of motivation. 
 
1.3. Components of the portfolio concept  
The concept consists of three components: a passport, a reflection component and a dossier. 
Students introduce themselves in the passport component. Competences already acquired 
(both formal and informal) and qualifications earned (diplomas, certificates) can be included 
here. The reflection component starts with a self-evaluation that results in a personal 
development plan (PDP) and a personal activities plan (PAP). There is also a logbook and 
templates for reflection on the assignments and activities. In this component, the student also 
finds forms for interim self-evaluation and peer evaluation as well as feedback discussions 
with the lecturer. In the dossier, students include documents that clearly indicate their 
progress, as well as end products that demonstrate the level at which they are able to fulfil 
assignments. 
 



 

1.4. Test projects based on the portfolio concept 
Colleagues developed a portfolio according to this concept for four educational components8: 
intercultural communication, translating English, the juridical study of sources, and Dutch 
business writing’. No framework existed for three of the four test portfolios and the lecturers 
themselves were required to formulate the competences, the level and the descriptors that 
describe the level. It was an instructive and insightful exercise. An evaluation followed at the 
end of the semester. The most important insights formed the basis for adapting the concept 
and formulating two new test portfolios that, in addition to the four existing portfolios, were 
tested during this academic year. By the second semester of this academic year, after an 
interim evaluation of all portfolios in progress, a concept will be developed for a single 
programme-wide portfolio that will replace all test portfolios in the following academic year. 
In this article, we will examine the ICC portfolio in more detail. 
 
2. Intercultural Communication Portfolio 
2.1. Context  
Uni-cultural homogeneous 20th-century society is very quickly changing in all areas into a 
multi-cultural and diverse society. More than eight percent of registered residents in Belgium 
are immigrants. This figure does not include the high number of immigrants (more than three 
percent) that have taken the Belgian nationality in the last fifteen years. This means that there 
are more than one million people of immigrant origin.  
At the same time, Europe is also undergoing a very rapid evolution and our country is faced 
with enormous challenges. In recent years, there has been an enormous stream of European 
students, foreign professionals as well as immigrants of ethnic-cultural minorities. In addition 
to settling definitively, there are many who come to our country for a clearly demarcated 
period (perhaps for a relatively short period, but more often for a number of years). These 
various groups require a very differentiated approach in a dynamic context. This stream has 
only increased with the accession of the new Member States and will continue to do so in the 
coming years (when the borders will be opened to workers from Eastern Europe). 
Thus intercultural contacts no longer restrict themselves to individual encounters with other 
cultures in our own country or during holidays abroad, but often belong to the routine tasks of 
professionals in the course of international business contacts. The success of these business 
contacts (and thus contracts) depends largely on the competences in this area of the 
employees involved. Numerous business negotiations after all fail due to a manifest lack of 
mutual cultural knowledge. Often contacts are handled exclusively based on intuition and 
experience. For many employees, however, this is insufficient. They require coherent training 
and specific education to acquire intercultural competence. Currently employees requiring this 
type of training are limited to very expensive specialised firms that provide custom solutions 
in this area. 
 
2.2. Justification 
It is here that higher education can play a role. This type of education after all can assist future 
professional bachelors in filling this void with an ICC educational component.  
Knowledge of another culture and insight into communicative intercultural processes can lead 
to an integrated learning process in which the professional – through investigation and/or 
recognition in various areas ranging from the linguistic through the communicative to the 
social – acquires respect for the other party and is able to succeed more easily in the job 
market. The acquisition of intercultural competences is thus becoming one of the most 
important critical factors for success in the business world. 
Partially for the aforementioned reasons, the time appeared ripe to incorporate ICC as a 
separate but mandatory educational component in the basic curriculum for Office 



 

Management beginning with academic year 2004-2005. Sensitive to the changing spirit of the 
times, we are anticipating the declaration of intent9 of Flemish higher education. In this 
declaration we see literally: ’Institutions for higher education develop in their students 
intercultural competence that includes various skills that allow them to deal with social and 
cultural differences.’ This clear position shows that the introduction of the ICC educational 
component came at the right time and strengthens us in the conviction that intercultural 
communication and competence can no longer be ignored in contemporary higher education.  
A limited study within the department revealed that no structural approach to ICC existed. 
Some subjects occasionally referred to intercultural aspects, but never in a systematic way. 
The introduction of the ICC educational component provides for a theoretical framework that 
is linked to training (see 3.3). Here the student is educated to deal with others (fellow 
employees or partners/clients) in an interculturally competent way. Intercultural competence 
is a clear enrichment and benefit to ones individual competences, and in the future will be a 
clear asset in the job market. 
The adoption of the ICC educational component also found a raison d'être in the market for 
graduates of Karel de Grote Hogeschool. By far most graduates end up in the labour market 
in Antwerp, which means the Port of Antwerp and its hinterland. It is precisely in these 
sectors that contacts with people with other cultural backgrounds are clearer and more 
frequent, and it is precisely here that intercultural competence can be a critical success factor 
in business contacts. However, what a fortiori applies to Antwerp is very quickly spreading 
throughout Flanders (and Western Europe). Thus, we believe it is necessary to introduce the 
ICC educational component in all departments, faculties and programmes of higher education 
in a formal and structured way. After all, in the very near future the need to engage in 
intercultural activity will not be limited to the Antwerp maritime world. It also concerns 
nurses in an average hospital, teachers in secondary education and citizens in our society who 
have been or will be suddenly confronted with a changed world. Can we expect these people 
to master this competence and be able to deal with all possible other cultures without training? 
Or do we believe that in this area our students must also be educated to become concerned 
citizens and employees? 
 
2.3. Framework and competence profile 
In the search for a suitable method to incorporate ICC into the context of competence-oriented 
education in as contemporary a way as possible, it quickly became clear that – in addition to a 
theoretical introduction – there was a need for a framework for intercultural competence. In 
the study of the European framework for languages,10 the authors repeatedly refer to the 
intercultural component of language education. These references, however, remain vague. 
Michael Byram11 speaks of the unfinished discussion of intercultural competence. He literally 
says ‘... in the acquisition of intercultural understanding and the ability to act in linguistically 
and culturally complex situations, European citizens could benefit from a common framework 
for (…) cultural learning’.  
Due to the lack of a reliable framework, we worked in the first place with an operational 
framework. For this, we have the competence profiles as these were elaborated by the Flemish 
government12. These profiles indicate the starting competences the beginning professional 
must have to participate in the Office Management programme.  
ICC had to be incorporated into this profile because the subject is new to the curriculum. A 
significant help here was the publication Inkleuren13. The authors of this work attempt to 
establish intercultural final attainment levels. They arrive at eight insights, ten skills and six 
attitudes. Given the general character of some final attainment levels, refinement was needed. 
In formulating our competences, our point of departure was the following assertion: ‘Being 
competent means being able to combine knowledge, skills, personal qualities and attitudes in 



 

order to actually implement a specific task in a specific situation’.14 
For ICC we finally opted for one clear basic competence: ‘The ability to communicate and 
function interculturally as a citizen in the multi-cultural and diverse society in which one lives 
and works’. For this you need knowledge (of the world in which you live and work), skills 
(the ability to communicate interculturally) and attitudes (the understanding that you view 
multi-cultural society from your own point of view, you are aware of the diversity present in 
society and you try to understand the ‘other’ culture). Using this basic competence, the 
student can obtain insight into communication systems and the communication between 
different cultures. He also learns how this competence can be applied to his or her contacts 
with people or groups from another culture. 
With this basic competence as point of departure, sub-competences15 were formulated, which 
the students would work on during the academic year. These competences can be divided into 
three types: general competences, occupation-focused competences and occupation-specific 
competences.  
The aim now is to move to a broader context based on this operational framework. There are 
various possibilities available for this. One useable approach is the study and the possible 
implementation of the INCA project16, a Leonardo da Vinci project that created its own 
framework for intercultural competence, a battery of assessment tools and a portfolio for 
assessing intercultural skills linked to language and occupation-focused competences. The 
INCA project describes three levels: basic, intermediate and full, and six competences. 
Furthermore, much study has already been done on a possible framework. In addition to 
Michael Byram, Bella Gribkova and Hugh Starkey17, Lies Sercu18 has laid a solid foundation 
for a possible framework in Flanders. 
Moreover, the authors of this article have set up a Flemish-Dutch working group that will 
attempt to establish a clearer framework. The intent is to involve as much as possible 
institutes, hogescholen and universities from the Dutch-speaking world in this cross-border 
project. It is obvious that the working group in its search for a common framework for the 
Netherlands and Flanders will need to take account of the aforementioned projects and 
publications. The working group intends to collect knowledge and experience from the 
members concerning the practical implementation of ICC. 
Because the portfolio guides the development of the competences of the student and makes 
this process transparent, it is exceptionally well suited to the acquisition of intercultural 
competence. The combination ICC and portfolio is currently unique in the Dutch-speaking 
education world. 
The introduction of reflection groups, the impetus to self-evaluation and lifelong learning, the 
integration of an electronic learning platform, on-line assignments, the discussion forums, the 
various stimulating forms of work and evaluation, the use of readers, the integrated and open 
grade book, are all elements that contribute to this innovation and that – according to a large-
scale survey – are highly appreciated by students. They are especially happy with the 
openness of the system. 
 
3. Evaluation of the pilot project portfolio19 
At the end of June 2004, students as well as lecturers evaluated the pilot project portfolio for 
the four different educational components. 
 
3.1. Students 
It was very difficult for the students to link the learning activities in their personal activities 
plan (PAP) to their selected attitude, knowledge and skill aspects of the competences in their 
personal development plan (PDP). Self-evaluation and reflection were new and initially 
experienced as difficult and uncomfortable. In the beginning, they found the feedback to and 



 

the adaptation of the PDP quite laborious. The connection between the assignments on the one 
hand and the descriptors and competences on the other hand was also not always clear to 
them. The assessment of the competences in the self-evaluation often needed modification 
after an interim evaluation meeting. Thus, interim evaluations with formative feedback are 
certainly necessary in the initial stage. 
However, as soon as students noticed the progress that resulted from the structured and 
partially self-guided approach, they felt motivated to use the instrument in a more intensive 
way. Most students were proud of their growing portfolio, which they viewed as their own 
project. 
Students initially found that workload quantity should count more in the interim evaluations 
than the quality of the work. With respect to co-assessment, however, they found it very 
positive that a final mark was given for both product and process. Participation, negotiation 
and arguments based on their portfolio increased the feeling of self-responsibility.  
With respect to ICC, a clear improvement was noted among students in knowledge, skills and 
attitudes. The self-evaluation at the start revealed low scores for the students in these areas. 
The specific assignments, however, led to better partial competences. In the future research 
must show precisely the extent to which the new portfolio improved knowledge, skills and 
attitudes in the area of ICC.  
 
3.2. Lecturers 
The linking of the course objectives to the competences and descriptors was the most 
significant hurdle for the lecturers. Formulating the level descriptions and descriptors was 
new and difficult, especially in the absence of a frame of reference.  
A positive factor was the increased motivation of the students once they had mastered the 
reflection and self-evaluation, and were able to see the connections between competences and 
assignments on the one hand, and activities and personal learning goals on the other hand. 
Working with a portfolio meant that the lecturers had to reflect on the pedagogical tasks and 
objectives. They were required to make the objectives and methodology more transparent for 
themselves and for the students. They were no longer transferrers of knowledge in the 
traditional sense, but were more guides in the development of their students. They concerned 
themselves with task-, project-, and case-focused work as well as peer assessment and co-
assessment. They drew up evaluation criteria and replaced exams with discussions with 
students on the evaluation of the portfolios. 
 
3.3. Lessons and future plans 
We learned that clear and detailed information on working with a portfolio is absolutely 
necessary for lecturers and students. Everything depends on the enthusiasm and the 
competence of the lecturer. He or she must be prepared to take on the new role of supervisor 
or guide, and a continuing education offering is needed in this area. 
Interim evaluation is needed in order to the correct the first self-evaluation. Students learn 
from their own experiences, but need formative feedback to be able to formulate and perform 
follow-up actions. 
Workload was a complaint among students. Among lecturers, complaints concerned the 
follow-up and review of the portfolios. The extra study load and workload that results from 
working with portfolios can be reduced by introducing a single programme-wide portfolio. 
Furthermore, the pure transfer of knowledge can be replaced by didactically responsible 
access to this knowledge for self-study via the electronic learning platform. Assignment 
preparation in small groups in order to apply this knowledge and to exercise it on the one 
hand, and discussion, evaluation and reflection on the other hand, linked to a portfolio will 
partially replace the traditional aspects of the educational process.  



 

For new participants who have not yet mastered the meta-cognitive skills, a test portfolio has 
now been formulated within the educational component ‘Information management’. This 
portfolio will support the acquisition of, reflection on and fine-tuning of personal skills as 
well as self-evaluation, the linking of activities to learning goals, working in groups and the 
distribution of the study load.  
A FAQ list for students will be added to the electronic learning platform. 
 
4. Conclusion 
The option to work in phases and to work first with paper test portfolios appeared to be the 
correct choice in our case. The lecturers had the time to thoroughly prepare and elaborate a 
modified portfolio. They received a foretaste of the practice of student supervision and 
realised how labour-intensive this really is.  
The shift from the lecturer being solely responsible for the progress of the student in the 
educational process to a shared responsibility model, however,20 will not take place overnight. 
Employing active working methods to enable students to build up their knowledge themselves 
demands competences that the lecturers must learn. The same applies to the proper guidance 
of smaller groups. The portfolio instrument is a good occasion for breaking with the ex 
cathedra model of education with its emphasis on the transfer of knowledge by a lecturer to a 
receptive student who simply reproduces what is heard21. 
Working with portfolios, however, does not replace all other didactic working methods. 
Portfolios bring structure to the learning process of students and provide them with insight 
into this process. They can be a good evaluation instrument and give lecturers the opportunity 
to supervise students better. They stimulate the use of other forms of working and evaluation. 
In the beginning, the students found that the invested time and energy did not appear to be 
worth the effort. However, as soon as they saw the results, they were in favour of working 
with a portfolio. For lecturers it means reconsidering and reformulating the teaching methods 
used. 
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