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" hough the interest in portfolios
continues to grow, and the conver-
sation broadens each day, portfolios
are not a new innovation, the cut-
ting edge, or the state of the art.
They have, in fact, been around for
a long time in one form or another.
But what makes portfolios such a
powerful form of assessment today
is that they are so aligned with the
processes we now know facilitate

effective student writing—time on task, ac-
tive collaboration, authentic contextualized
instruction, focusing on process as well as
products, and reflection or self-evaluation.
The ongoing challenge, even for those of us
who are truly committed to the use of portfo-
lios, is how to insure that students see these
“houses” for their work as valued “homes.”

THE HOUSE

In the 1970s, as a junior high school lan-
guage arts teacher, I often had my students
maintain what [ referred to as “reading and
writing folders.” Basically these folders did
little more than simply “house” the students’
work in progress. Then, however, from the
perspective of a junior high school teacher,
keeping the students’ work within the con-
fines of my classroom was an important mat-
ter of practicality. 1 might never see their
work again if, in fact, it walked out the door.

Student assignments were often reported as

being eaten by the family pet, or in some
other equally creative way meeting with an
untimely demise. Consequently, housing stu-
dent work in folders in file cabinets in my
room served a very practical function.
However, due partly to my traditional
training and the prevailing educational par-
adigms of the time, I primarily valued and
evaluated the students’ end products. My
role was one of critical editor or evaluator,
theirs was that of producers. The students
spent varying (often minimal) amounts of
time and effort on writing papers, and I
spent an inordinate and unreasonable num-
ber of hours examining, editing, and com-
menting on every student error in their final

products. That was, after all, what 1T per-
ceived my role as English teacher to be.
That is also what my students were contin-
ually reinforced to believe: they produced; I
evaluated. I, therefore, became a rather ac-
complished editor and critical reader.

Alas, unfortunately, my students learned
little about how to become better writers,
critical editors, or thoughtful revisers. And,
in fact, most of them looked at their grade,
perhaps looked at my comments, and
dropped the papers into the wastebasket on
the way out the door.

This particular model provided very lit-
tle emphasis on the developmental processes
of writing and reading. Though 1 continually
modelled and instructed on the elements of
good writing, the students were not actively,
nor collaboratively (that of course was cheat-
ing) engaged in the ongoing process of writ-
ing. Nor did they truly view themselves as
powerful users of language. Grammar was
taught in isolation, and I generally controlled
genres and topics for writing. Often at two or
three in the morning, I manufactured what,
at the time, [ considered to be quite creative
and enjoyable topics for the next days writ-
ing. Interesting how different junior high
schoolers’ tastes are from their teachers!

A second, and certainly equally dismay-
ing, consequence of these student-as-the-
producer and teacher-as-the-evaluator roles
was that most students took little ownership
in their writing or in its improvement. As
they tossed their heavily marked papers in
the trash, the evidence, or that partiéular
snapshot in time, was destroyed. If their fu-
ture papers did, in fact, improve, only a
grade remained as evidence of this evolution
or, in some cases, regression. Students were
not able to build on their past work, and 1
was often unable to make thoughtful instruc-
tional decisions about future assignments.
Alas, these writing folders were little more
than houses (and to some students perhaps
even outhouses) for their tedious English pa-
pers. Certainly, they were not valued homes
for which students felt pride or ownership.

Portfolios are
more than
ﬁlaces to

ouse student
writing; the
author details
their benefits.
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THE HOME

I see the use of portfolios today, both in
my university classes and in the classrooms
of English teachers across the nation, as con-
tributing to the creation of a significantly dif-
ferent scenario from the one 1 have just
recounted. Knowing what we now do about
the developmental processes of writing,
portfolios have emerged as a viable and use-
ful form of assessment. By their very nature,
they encourage and support more student
time on task, active collaboration between
students and students and teachers, the use
of authentic contextualized instruction, fo-
cusing on process as well as products, and
student reflection or self-evaluation.

Time on Task

First, portfolios help to extend the
amount of time that students spend in prac-
ticing authentic writing. In writing workshop
classroorns, a significant amount of students’
time is spent actively engaged in the prewrit-
ing, writing, revising, and editing tasks nec-
essary to produce effective work. The very
real challenge for teachers (and often admin-
istrators) is to accept and develop a level of
comfort with the idea that “teaching” does
not necessarily mean time spent lecturing or
formally instructing. The “frontal attack”
methodology many of us modelled for years
must shift to a facilitative or guidance stance
with students assuming more and more re-
sponsibility for constructing meaning about
and from their own efforts.

There were so many times 1 felt that [ was
misusing class time to let my students actu-
ally read or write or to spend time reading to
them. Similarly, administrators would not
want to observe my classes if students were
just working on something because 1 wasnt
“teaching.” Accepting that students need
class time for guided practice is critical to a
process approach to teaching. Portfolios pro-
vide important evidence of students’ evolving
learning experiences and useful information
about the unique literacy development of
each student in our classes (Harp 1991).

Active Collaboration
Portfolios are obviously more than collections
of artifacts. They are, even before the unfilled
folders are home from the store, a reason for
talking. (Murphy and Smith 1990, 1)
For years, my students didnt have a vo-
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haps even an interest in what they wrote. This
is not really that surprising considering that 1
typically controlled genre and topic and then
responded to the final products in an editorial
language that was still unfamiliar and some-
what meaningless to many students.

I can most clearly remember one rather
timid 7th grader who was whispering to a
classmate that he didn’t understand why 1
kept writing “frog” on all his papers. She
conjectured that perhaps he hopped around
in his writing, but she wasn't sure either. Of
course, what I had actually written on his
and several students’ papers was that very
helpful “frag” comment. At some point, 1
also began to wonder if students interpreted
my marking “run on” on their papers as
being equated with “right on” as those long
breathless diatribes proliferated. It became
clear fairly quickly that they were not yet a
part of the writing conversation. They did
not enjoy the benefits of writing colleagues
who could give them feedback and support
rather than evaluation and grades.

Portfolios encourage and nurture colle-
gial relationships between students and
teachers and students. Designing a portfolio
is not unlike deciding what or how to teach.
It is a series of decisions that must be made
between students and teachers. Answers to
questions regarding purpose, intents (goals),
contents (the actual artifacts), standards
(what is good and not so good), and judg-
ments (what the contents tell us) must all be
negotiated. Student choice/decision-making
is critical for portfolios to be something that
is done by the students not to the students
(Paulson, Paulson, and Meyer 1991).

The use of portfolios in my classes
contributed to creating a much more col-
laborative/cooperative environment. At first,
however, [ was overwhelmed by the lack of
creativity my students exhibited and their
general inability to be considerate construc-
tive colleagues. There were also many days
when 1 had to lean to be okay with the in-
creased noise level that is part of an interac-
tive classroom.

The Challenge of Writing Topics

Given the option to write on anything
they wanted to, [ was shocked to find that
most students didn't have a clue what to
write about. In fact, they wanted me to tell
them the topic. insr ac ¥ had bane 10 1
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of decisions for them? What I realized was
that students had not been encouraged in
most of their schooling experience to be par-
ricularly thoughtful or creative. I would have
to teach them how to unlock all the wonder-
ful ideas that were hidden in the cobwebbed
recesses of their attics. A few of the tech-
niques I used to facilitate active collaboration
in our prewriting conversations were idea
journals, brainstorming, webbing, think-
pair-share activities, buzz groups, book talks,
and reading aloud to each other. Documenta-
tion of these were all kept in their portfolios.
What a difference it makes when stu-
dents are writing about things that truly in-
terest them. However, it is still sometimes
necessary to control what is appropriate or
acceptable public writing. A valued public
school colleague in Flagstaff, Kathi Baron,
has all of her composition classes develop a
“creed” that establishes standards for accept-
ability with regards to violence, pornography,
profanity, etc. It has worked very well for her,
and the students honor the agreement. 1 con-
fess that I also retained some control over
genre to avoid only personal narratives.

The Challenge of Peer Response

The second challenge was helping stu-
dents to be considerate, constructive peer
responders. 1 stopped using the term peer
evaluators as it connoted judgment or mea-
surement rather than supportive feedback.
A simple five-step model is to: 1) listen to
the paper being read aloud by the author,
2) give a positive response to what you just
heard; 3) ask for clarification through a
series of questions; 4) indicate what was
confusing or where you needed more infor-
mation; and 5) offer suggestions when
appropriate (adapted from Lee 1985). Mod-
eling/role playing this process several times is
necessary in the beginning.

Additionally, peer responders as well as
peer editors who actually look at the paper for
mechanical problems must be trained in a rea-
sonable system of error analysis. The one de-
veloped by Margie Krest (1987, 1990)
focusing on high, middle, or lower order con-
cerns (HOCs, MOCs, and LOCs) is particu-
larly useful. Students truly become writing
colleagues and develop a vocabulary for talk-
ing about their work. Documentation or evi-
dence (forms, audio tapes, etc.) of the peer
reennndino/editine ic kent in their nortfaline

AUTHENTIC CONTEXTUALIZED
INSTRUCTION

Wk assess the orchestration, integration and
application of skills in meaningful contexts.
(Valencia 1990, 338)

Assessment should be anchored in au-
thenticity; thus subskill assessment of iso-
lated skills does not resemble authentic
reading/writing.

The belief that assessment drives instruc-
tion is absolutely valid, and we all know
about “teaching to the test.” Perhaps the most
powerful impact of portfolio assessment on
my teaching is that what I know about good
instruction is very much in alignment with
this type of assessment, and it absolutely in-
forms and reforms the way I teach.

Instruction, like assessment, must be
“multi-dimensional, committed to sam-
pling a wide range of cognitive processes,
affective responses, and literacy activities”
(Valencia 1990, 338). Portfolios create a cli-
mate for student involvement, interaction,
and input into class activities. Likewise,
portfolios demand, by their very nature,
that we as teachers develop an interactive
style of teaching: Our role can no longer be
just that of information disseminator or
critical editor, but must become one of fa-
cilitator, guide, or catalyst.

At some point in every in-service or
workshop I conduct on portfolio assessment,
a teacher stops me and says something to the
effect of, “You're really not just suggesting we
assess student learning differently, you're ac-
tually saying we need to teach differently.”
And I'm forced to admit that portfolios will
typically remain just houses for student work

“unless we are teaching in a constructivist or

student-centered way. We as teachers must
give up some of the responsibility for as well
as control over student work.

We must provide a well-provisioned
classroom that encourages student engage-
ment. Assignments need to nurture student
thoughtfulness, planning, data-gathering, re-
flecting, decision-making, inquiry, delibera-
tion, collaboration, and responding (Tierney,
Carter, and Desai 1991). We must therefore
model these expectations for our students in
our own teaching and acknowledge and val-
idate different learning approaches.

Portfolios help teachers and students set
goals and to see evidence of their realization
or shortfalls over time. I am now able each
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there are consistent conceptual misunder-
standings or omissions, then clearly there was
an instructional weakness. I am much more
able to make sound curricular decisions/

revisions by reviewing student portfolios.

PROCESS AS WELL AS PRODUCTS

If we are to change education to meet the de-
mands of the information age, we must over-
come our habit of using product-oriented
assessment techniques to measure process-ori-
ented education. (Costa 1989, 1)

One of the greatest flaws in the evalua-
tion system 1 used for years in my English
classes was that the bulk of my response to
student writing was given after the final (and
often only) draft was turned in. The final
product was all that was evaluated. Virtually
no attention was given to the developmental
process of writing. Portfolios, on the other
hand, honor both the process and the prod-
ucts as well as the active participation of the
teacher and the students in their own evalu-
ation and growth (Harp 1991).

The first acquisition 1 recommend
teachers make when they begin to use port-
folios is a date stamp. For students to see
their growth over time, it is important that
they maintain a chronological blueprint of
their work. Recently, a 4th grader indicated
to me that a paper he pulled from his portfo-
lio couldn't possibly be his because he was a
far better writer than that paper showed. It
was dated the first month of the school year,
and clearly his more recent papers were
much improved. The evidence of their
growth can easily be seen in the collection of
dated “footprints” in their portfolios (Wolf
1089). These artifacts include prewriting
material, drafts, revisions, peer responding
and editing documents, reflections, self-
analyses, and final work. The emphasis is
thus shifted away from just achievement on
the end product to evidence of growth in the
developmental process as well. -

REFLECTION/SELF-EVALUATION

We must constantly remind ourselves that the
ultimate purpose of evaluation is to enable stu-
dents to evaluate themselves. Educators may
have been practicing this skill to the exclusion

of learners: we need to shift part of that re-
sponsibility to students. Fostering students’
ability to direct and redirect themselves must
be a major goal. (Costa 1989, 1)

For vears, just as all English teachers
have, I labored over evaluating papers, giv-
ing suggestions for improvement, and mak-
ing judgments about the quality of student
writing.

I worked very hard and at the end of
each day, after a relatively lengthy commute
home, I spent hours in my garage. Not be-
cause it was a terrifically interesting place,
but because I was too tired to get out of my
car. Meanwhile my students spent several
hours after school skateboarding. There was
something wrong with that picture. Granted
they were young and 1 was old, but they
weren’t working very hard at school or after
school. That's when I began to shift more
and more responsibility for assessing their
own work to my students.

As in every phase of a learning process,
we must teach students how to be reflective
about their work and the work of others. Re-
flection is not a point of view but rather a
process of validating or invalidating a point
of view and it commences “when we begin to
inquire into the reliability, the worth, of any
particular indication; when we try to test its
value” (Dewey 1933, 11). Three attitudes
must be present for action to be reflective:

Openmindedness, which is defined as

“an active desire to listen to more sides

than one: to give heed to thé facts

from whatever source they come; to

error even in the beliefs that are dear-
est to us™;

rzsponsibility, which seems to connote
a careful consideration of the conse-
quences of our actions;

wholeheartedness, which defines the
commitment to the other two atti-
tudes. (Dewey 29)

Reflection enables students to recapture
experiences, think about them, mull them
over, and evaluate them. Indeed, it may bé
this ability to reflect that characterizes those
who learn effectively from experience (Boud,
Keogh, and Walker 1985). The fundamental
benefit then of reflection is that it moves stu-
dents away from just practicing routine writ-
ing rituals to questioning what was once
taken for granted. This deliberation of the
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Portfolios encourage students to revisit/
reflect on their work over time, to judge,
compare, evaluate progress, and often to re-
vise or redirect their efforts. One way to
guide students’ analysis is to ask them to be
thoughtful about a number of issues such as:

» What are your writing goals?

* In what ways have you achieved those
goals?

» What still needs to be done?
» What is your best work?

+ Why do you believe that is your best
work?

* Why did you include a specific piece in
your portfolio?

* What changes do you see in your work
over time?

» What would a reader find when s/he looks
at your writing portfolio?

+ What would you like a reader to consider
when looking at your portfolio?

+ What have you learned about yourself as a
writer?

It is critical that we ask students not only to
produce, but also to be thoughtful about the
work they produce. It is in this thinking
about the “doing” that students are liberated
from continuing to do what they have always
done and moved toward a more thoughtful
approach to writing.

A very effective way to have students
practice examining their portfolios is to have
them conduct the parent conferences. (This
practice also greatly increased our parent
turnout.) Students sent letters home to their
parents explaining that they had been keeping
awriting portfolio and inviting them to attend
a viewing of the contents that the student
would be conducting. They role played the
actual conference the week before to become
more eloquent in their presentation of the ma-
terial. And finally, they each designed a re-
quest-for-feedback form that the parent was
asked to fill out at the end of the conference.

As part of their final exam, my univer-
sity seniors write an introductory letter to a
prospective employer explaining the con-
tents of their portfolios as well as the impact
their work has had on their professional de-
velopment. They are asked to document ev-

explain how their semesters work has influ-
enced/changed their attitudes toward their
chosen profession.

BECOMING HOME OWNERS

Portfolios provide the opportunity for
students and teachers to view writing as a
growing, evolving, multidimensional pro-
cess over time. However, for these portfolios
to be viewed as homes rather than houses,
students must feel ownership of their work
and its evaluation and have a clear under-
standing of their versatility as writers. They
must be able to feel the pride that comes
from hearing their own strong voices when
they visit and revisit their writing. They
must be able to see the progress they have
made over time. They must understand the
personal relevancy of their work. And per-
haps, most importantly, they must individu-
ally and collectively celebrate the decoration
and redecoration that turned their houses
into colorful artistic homes.
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