Portfolios & Witing Fol ders

At the monment, witing folders, portfolios, and portfolio assessnent are "hot"
topics. One of the problens with a hot topic is that it is so new that people
don't necessarily define the subject in the sane way. Therefore, it mght be
hel pful to begin with some clarifications.

For our purposes a witing folder is nothing nore than a container for each
studentls witing. It is a holding place that is used for only a year. Init,
students store all of their witing<prewites, drafts, checklists, polished

pi eces, and anything else related to conposing. Cccasionally, perhaps these

fol ders are cleaned out, leaving only the nost essential papers or possibly none
at all. In sone cases, students carry these folders to and fromclass daily, but
in nost situations, the folders remain in the room

Witing folders hel p students keep track of papers, and they can be very usefu
in conferences to show parents and other teachers the kind of work being done by
students. However, witing folders as defined here serve no instructional or

eval uative purpose. The teacher rarely | ooks at the folders. Evaluation is based
not on an overview of the contents of the folder, but on the individual papers,
many of which are graded and then stored in the fol der

There is one exception to this. In nany witing workshop cl assroons, the
students work on their own projects at their own pace. Periodically, the teacher
exam nes the contents of the witing folder to assess what students have
acconpl i shed during a given period of time. A grade is then assigned often on
the basis of the quantity and possibly the diversity of witing.

What, then, you nay be asking, is a portfolio? Howis it different froma
witing folder? Physically there may be no difference. The real difference is in
how the portfolio is created and used. There are generally 2 types of
portfolios. One is a collection of all the students' witten work. In that
respect it is identical to a witing folder. Wiat is different is that

i ndi vi dual papers do not receive grades. Instead, the contents of the portfolio
as a whole are periodically exam ned and assessed. Often they are discussed by
the students and the teacher. A grade is given or other assessment is made on
the basis of the entire collection or on the basis of the collection and the
student's ability to anal yze and evaluate his or her witing and witing
processes. Evidence of progress over a period of tinme is a crucial elenent. The
use of this kind of portfolio necessitates a great deal of instruction and

f eedback from peers and the teacher while witing occurs. Thus, none of the
papers in the portfolio should be newto the teacher. On the other hand, many of
the pieces in the portfolio may be rough and inconpl ete.

The second type of portfoliois simlar to an artist's portfolio. It isn't a
collection of everything but a selection of particular pieces. The sel ection may
i nclude only the best of the witer's work or a range of forns to denpnstrate
versatility. It may include sanples of various kinds of witing as specified by
t he teacher. Another kind of portfolio intentionally includes both the best and
the worst. In sonme cases students are allowed to select for thenselves alone. In
ot her cases students must not only select but also wite explanations for their
choices. In other classroons students discuss their choices with their teachers.
Sonetimes students and teachers nmust agree on a selection before it can go into



the student's portfolio. And on the far end of the continuumthere is the
situation in which the teacher al one deci des what goes into the portfolio.

One other possibility which needs to be nmentioned is the long-termwiting
portfolio. This is a kind of pernmanent student record that begins when the
student starts kindergarten or 1st grade and is added to each year until the
student graduates to another |evel of schooling (i.e., noves fromel enentary
school to middle school) or continues until the student's precollegiate
schooling is finished. Usually these portfolios contain a very early witing
sanpl e and then one or two exanples of the student's best work from each schoo
year. The intent of this portfolio is to verify progress throughout his or her
school career. At the end of his/her schooling the portfolio is returned to the
student. Sone school s ask students to assess their own progress in witing when
the portfolios are returned.

And finally there is the cross-curricular witing portfolio which may be either
short- or long-term The key difference here is that the contents of the
portfolio are not limted to witing done in English classes. These portfolios
may contain sanples fromsonme or all other classes. Again designs may differ in
that students nay have nmuch, sone, or no control over the selection, and there
may be no, sone, or many required sanples.

If this all sounds vague and nebul ous to you, that's because it is. As a

prof essi on we have yet to reach agreement and define our terns clearly. There is
at |least one expert (if anyone can be called that in such an ill-defined field)
who says that portfolio assessnent has nothing to do with a fol der containing
witing sanples; instead, it is a philosophical stance toward assessnent which
is based on collecting data from many different sources, including teacher
observations and recommendati ons, peer discussions, test results, and so on

what educators have | ong advocated as the best kind of evaluation. The Riverside
Publ i shi ng Conpany advertises a portfolio program which shows that a student
portfolio contains not only exhibits and work sanpl es but teacher-nade tests,
normreferenced test results, anecdotal records, observations, and checklists.
However, calling this approach portfolio assessnent only nuddies the turbid
waters further. You need to be very conscious of the fact that what one person
calls a witing folder, another calls a portfolio. And when people tal k about
portfolio assessnment, they may be tal ki ng about neither the sane ki nds of
contents nor the same kinds of evaluation procedures. It is nore than legitimate
to ask: What kind of portfolio are you talking about? What are the contents? Are
they selected and, if so, how? What kind of assessnent do you nean? Wiat is its
purpose? Wio will assess? On what basis?

If you are interested in portfolios and portfolio assessment for yourself or
your school, these are questions that you will have to answer. There are severa
nodel s that schools are trying, and the whole state of Vernont is using
portfolio assessnment. But these prograns vary greatly. Each has advantages and
drawbacks. Few actually reduce the paper |oad of teachers. Except for those

whi ch give either students or teachers total power to select, all seemto denand
one-on-one conference time with students.

There are a couple of potential problens which need to be considered. One is
that the teacher or school can nearly drown in portfolios and filing cabinets.
Furthernore, while maintaining |long-termportfolios may well be quite val uabl e
if at some point students review the contents, there is reason to question their
val ue as a diagnostic tool since they resenble pernmanent records whi ch nany
teachers ignore.



The second concern is that the devel opnent of portfolios and/or portfolio
assessment will overshadow conposition instruction. Many proponents of
portfolios argue that, when students are directly involved in or control the
sel ection process and when sel ections are discussed, instruction will be
enhanced. However, teachers are |aboring under great pressure to produce better
results and if those results are neasured by portfolio contents, then the
approach itself rather than | earning may becone the focus of attention

There is another element that you mght want to think about if you are
considering portfolios. One of the major reasons that portfolio assessnment was
contenplated initially was the fact that single-sanple witing tests often
failed to reveal the witer's true ability. Miltiple sanples are considered
preferable and portfolios do respond to this criterion. However, another najor
reason was the desire to assess the process as well as the product. This is the
notive behind plans which call for assessing all prewiting and rough drafts, as
wel | as polished pieces. However, these are products, too. Surely observations
of and di scussions with students would reveal nore about processes than what
appears on paper in any form

Wth these thoughts in mnd, what are sone advantages or potential val ues of
portfolios and portfolio assessnent? Not surprisingly, these vary dependi ng upon
the design of the portfolio. Sinply storing papers in witing folders has little
educational value, although a formal review of the contents at the end of the
year can be a revealing experience for students. However, when students rmnust
nmake choi ces about which to save, they nust judge. When they explain their

sel ections, they nust articul ate reasons. Wen the portfolio has to contain a
variety of discourse, students nust attenpt a range of witing tasks. Exam ning
papers witten over several years can build the student's confidence when he
sees his own inprovenent displayed before him When students are asked how t hey
produced certain pieces of witing, they can becone nobre conscious or

net acognitively aware of their own thinking, decision-nmaking, and witing
activities.

WIIl portfolio assessnent inprove evaluation? This seenms possible in that it
forces teachers to nove away fromthe nmeticul ous error-correcting and grading
whi ch has been typical. Assessing portfolios neans | ooking at several papers
si mul taneously which may cause teachers to reconsider the standards they have
used and to seek out noticeable trends in performance. This could cause a
positive shift in instructional practices.

WIIl the use of portfolios inmprove student witing? This, of course, is the key
qguestion. The answer is that we don't know. Portfolio construction does offer
some opportunities that other witing activities do not, and portfolio
assessment has definite advantages over single-sanple standardi zed assessnents,
but whether portfolios will inprove witing remains to be seen
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