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Chapter I 

Background of the Study 

Introduction 

A portfolio is a purposeful collection of student work 

that exhibits the student's efforts, progress and 

achievements in one or more areas. The collection must 

include student participation in selecting contents, 

the criteria for selection, the criteria for judging 

merit, and evidence of student self-reflection (Meyer, 

1990, p. 2). 

As illustrated in the definition above, "the portfolio 

provides a complex and comprehensive view of student 

performance in context" (Paulson, 1991, p. 63). 

Clarification of the process for the development of the 

portfolio and the agreement on contents become a continuous 

educational operation for student and teacher. 

Wolf (1989), Arter (1990), Chapman (1990), Valencia 

(1990), Johns (1991), and Freedman (1991), as well as other 

researchers, have agreed upon the rationale for portfolios 

as a natural means of assessing reading and writing within 

an on-going instructional program. It is generally agreed 

by these authors and others (Goldman, 1990; Krest, 1990; 

Mills, 1989; Perrone, 1991) that the process can be 

developmentally appropriate for studentsthroughout their 

educational experience. The on-going process includes 

measurement of student performance to meet the criteria of 

1 
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grade level accomplishment so the classroom teacher knows 

how the student will achieve at the next grade level 

(Wiggens, 1990). 
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Paulson (1990), in his presentation to the Northwest 

Evaluation Association, compared measuring achievement by 

the traditional unidimensional method, criterion-referenced 

or achievement tests, to the more multidimensional portfolio 

assessment process. Paulson has stated that where 

assessment and instruction intersect, both evaluation and 

on-going learning takes place. The portfolio assessment 

process has provided this opportunity, whereas, the 

achievement test or the criterion-referenced tests has 

measured only in a single dimension. Cole (1990) has 

agreed. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to design and develop a 

portfolio assessment process to evaluate student progress in 

writing skill development in the primary grades of Central 

Elementary School in Tonasket, Washington. 

The process developed as a result of this study was 

undertaken with the following goals in minds: 

1. Use of identified consistent criteria should 

provide authentic assessment of writing tasks. 

2. Assessment as a continuous, on-going process 

should chronicle development. 



3. Samplings to be included in the portfolio should 

include as diverse and multidimensional a 

collection as is developmentally appropriate. 

4 . Assessment should provide active, collaborative 

reflection by both teacher and student. 

Limitations of the Project 

For the purpose of succinctness and purpose, it was 

necessary to set the following limitations to this study: 

1. Scope: This project was developed to be used in 

the Central Elementary School, Tonasket, 

Washington. 

2. Participants: The portfolio assessment process 

was limited to a selected population of: 

1.1 Teachers 

A. All four (4) first grade teachers who 

had varying degrees of experience in 

teaching writing. 

B. One (1) second grade teacher. 

c. One (1) third grade teacher who had no 

methods courses in teaching writing. 

1.2 Students 

A. Twenty (20) first grade students from 

four (4) classrooms. 

B. Five (5) students from second grade. 

C. Five (5) students from third grade. 

3 



3. Portfolio assessment planning group included only 

teachers who were focusing on the project. 

4. Research: The preponderance of research and 

literature reviewed for the purpose of this study 

has been limited to the past ten years. 

Definition of Terms 

Significant terms used in the context of this 

study have been defined as follows: 

1. Portfolio: A collection of evidence used by the 

teacher and the student to monitor the growth of a 

student's knowledge of content, use of strategies, and 

attitudes toward the accomplishments of goals in an 

organized and systematic way. 

2. Assessment: An integral part of instruction that 

provides a process for teachers and students to guide 

learning (Valencia, 1990). 

4 

3 • Goals: Classroom expectations synonymous with outcomes 

that focus on instruction and are measurable. 

Classroom goals should be in agreement with district 

goals (Roettger & Szyczuk, 1990). 

4. Self-reflection: A strategy including a series of 

questions by which the student identifies problems, 

time spent, and source/sources of ideas for writing and 

revision processes (Arter, 1990). 



5. Aggregator: An adult trained in the process of 

portfolio assessment who evaluates portfolios for 

meeting the goals and objectives of the program. 

5 



CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

Introduction of Related Literature 

The review of research and literature summarized in 

Chapter II has been organized to address: 

1. What is portfolio assessment? What are its uses? 

2. How does portfolio assessment differ from 

achievement tests? 

3. What should be critical components of a portfolio 

for assessment in writing? 

4. Who should be involved in the process? 

5. What criteria should be used to assess the writing 

of students? 

6. summary. 

What Is Portfolio Assessment? 

What Are Its Uses? 

Portfolios represent a philosophy that demands 

that we view assessment as an integral part of our 

instruction, providing a process for teachers, and 

students to use to guide learning (Valencia, 1990, 

p. 340). 

As illustrated by Valencia's definition reported above, 

portfolio assessment has become both a product and a process 

which blend to become a powerful tool for evaluating 

performance and addressing the identified needs through 

instruction. Since learning cannot be static, the process 

6 
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of portfolio assessment should become an on-going, 

continuous process of checking progress and developing 

strategies through the collaborative efforts of teacher and 

student to whom portfolio belongs. 

Another definition has been devised to describe the 

portfolio process as "an opportunity for students to 

assemble a purposeful collection of their work, in 

preparation or completed form, which illustrates their 

efforts, progress, or achievements" (Meyer, 1990, p. 4). 

Although the terms portfolio assessment and portfolio 

have been used interchangeably throughout the research, the 

term portfolio alone can have a different connotation based 

on what professions have utilized this product. Artists and 

engineers have long used collections of their work to 

provide insight into their skills and values. The Pacific 

Northwest College of Art has provided the following 

rationale for portfolios: 

An application portfolio is a visual 

representation of who you are as an artist, your 

history as well as what you are currently doing . 

. . . It is representing you when you are not 

present .... Part of portfolio is based on 

personal choices you make when picking pieces for 

the portfolio. It tells the school something 

about your current values; that's why you rarely 

get a school to be very specific about what they 
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look for in a portfolio. You should not be afraid 

to make choices (Paulson, 1991, p. 61. 

Educators have adopted the practice of selection of 

samples from portfolios of other professions. However, in 

addition they have established assessment and collection of 

all written work including drafts, revisions, prewriting 

material and final papers as means of measuring growth. 

The portfolio serves to house all the writing that 

students do throughout an entire semester or year, 

to document growth and risk taking, and to make 

assessment more effective and efficient (Krest, 

1990, p. 29). 

How Does Portfolio Assessment Differ From Achievement Tests? 

Portfolio assessment has been represented as 

multidimensional. The process has included both teacher and 

student in the strategy of assessing and developing 

instruction to meet the designated objectives. Paulson 

(1990) described this occurrence as "the intersection of 

instruction and assessment." He further stated that "the 

relationship is multiplicative; change one and you change 

the other, set either to zero and both are lost. If 

achievement test methodology imposes a unidimensional 

viewpoint on the interaction, then instruction will be 

compromised." 

Resnick (1989) called this compromise "curriculum 
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curriculum was changed to measure what the test tested. 

Educators taught to the test as if the tests mattered in 

their own lives or those of their students; therefore, tests 

needed to be carefully developed to sample directly those 

educational performances that were most valued (pp. 5-8). 

Throughout the literature this compromise and the need 

for meaningful evaluation was addressed in relation to 

achievement testing and portfolio assessment. As early as 

1967, Robert Stake in his essay, "The Countenance of 

Education," identified evaluation in its broadest sense as a 

"description of aptitudes, environments, and accomplishments 

and judges these things against external standards ... 

both description and judgments are essential--in fact, they 

are the two basics of evaluation" (Stake, 1967, p. 525). 

Description and judgment as the two basics of 

evaluation have influenced accountability in education. 

Paulson (1990) indicated that when parents, school boards, 

state departments, and federal agencies have made the demand 

for accountability, they were calling for test scores that 

reflected achievement. 

In the literature, description and judgment of 

achievement differed when focusing on achievement testing 

and portfolio assessment. The former was described as using 

norm or criterion-referenced numerical scores to describe 

performance of "isolated collection of facts and skills" 

(Resnick, 1989, p. 76). The latter, portfolios, contained a 
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multidimensional collection of samples representing 

performance to meet pre-established developmentally 

appropriate objectives. The process was on-going and 

collaborative where achievement tests were not (Paulson, 

1990, p. 6). 

10 

Historically, both teacher and student considered 

evaluation as something to be done to appease others. 

Instead, assessment should be viewed as a process within the 

control of participants who will assist in the assessment 

process of how well learning took place and who will 

establish what should happen next (Valenci, 1990, p. 338). 

Some literature regarded the use of standardized 

achievement tests as "anchors'' for the portfolio assessment 

process. Within this structure, Mills (1989) reported that 

attention was directed to ascertaining that all forms of 

evaluation were compatible. 

Developers of the process described by Mills read 

extensively before forming the objectives to be tested and 

ascertained that items tested on the achievement tests were 

part of the instructional objectives. Developers who 

included representatives of education, state government 

including the governor, and business developed the entire 

statewide model for Vermont. Through this paradigm, the 

public became involved in the total assessment and reporting 

process (Mills, 1989, p. 9). 



What Should Be The Critical Components of 

a Portfolio for Assessing Writing? 

11 

Features of the portfolio should include the following 

description of content: (1) they can assess achievement, 

progress, and effort; (2) they may change as a result of the 

audience and purpose; (3) they could grow out of literacy 

activities and learning in which the student is engaged 

(Althouse, 1991, p. 4). 

To assess achievement, progress, and effort, the 

samples of writing must be documented in the attempt to meet 

' goals established by the student, the classroom curriculum, 

the grade level curriculum, and the district goals. These 

goals, with the exception of the student's, have established 

the focus of instruction carried on in the classroom 

(Roettger & Szymczuk, 1990, p. 9.). 

The term used for this form of evaluation process is 

performance testing. Portfolio assessment is identified by 

Paulson (1990, 1991), Roettger and Szymczuk (1989), and 

Meyer (1990) as a type of performance testing. Wiggins' 

(1990) conclusion about performance testing follows: 

A switch to performance testing has the potential 

to benefit American education in three ways: it 

reveals the presence or absence of thoughtfulness 

and understanding, not simply memorization; it 

requires the teaching of a thinking curriculum to 
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all students; and by involving them in assessment, it 

empowers teachers (p. 51). 

Contents, which are primarily student's work, continue 

from year to year. The collection adds perspective to what 

changes in growth have occurred from the previous year and 

what to predict for the next. Since the student has been 

identified as the participant who has selected the contents, 

the samples will reflect changes in the student's interests 

and motivation (Paulson, 1990, p. 12). 

During a single school year, the purpose of the 

portfolio could change from the purpose at the end of the 

year. Partially finished work could be included because it 

represents a problem area. A student might return to the 

unfinished writing after growth and development of skills 

have occurred. Still other samples could represent the best 

work of the student. 

Some research indicated that choices of contents was 

changed by the students when they learned a parent would be 

shown the contents. Some students chose end products 

because these samples were correct (Athouse, 1991, p. 10). 

Writing assignments of the past have left much to be 

desired. Nearly all students can remember the early days at 

the beginning of the school year when they were directed to 

write an essay on "How I spent my summer vacation." 

Sometimes one essay could describe the events of the summer 

year after year. 
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still another example of inappropriate writing 

assignments was the feedback of information previously given 

by the teacher. Often there was little opportunity for the 

student to write what he knew about unless the teacher's 

materials were of interest to the student or his opinions 

agreed with those of the teacher. 

Changes in writing began to occur in the early 1980's. 

Literature from that time period reflected many examples of 

style and scope. Studies indicated that writing had crossed 

content area beyond English classes. Recent studies of 

synthesis writing activities in other content areas 

demonstrated an enhanced transfer of learning and memory of 

factual information (Partridge, 1991, p. 12). 

In addition to literary activities that have engaged 

the students, structure began to be included in learning for 

the primary grades. Through both sentence and paragraph 

writing using the cloze procedure, primary children learned 

expository writing before they were confronted with lengthy 

essays in the intermediate grades. Enumeration and reaction 

frames were utilized also as a ''structured way of using 

writing as a learning tool" (Partridge, 1991, p. 13). These 

organizational patterns introduced students to ways authors 

communicate information. 

studies h~ve indicated that self-reflection of writing 

have prevented the portfolio assessment process from being 

merely a folder of writings. In this category also, the 
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students learned the steps to reflective evaluation of 

works. Teacher directed questions assisted the student in 

considering the reasons students had for selecting each 

piece that remained in the collection. The following 

questions could be revised for modification to ones 

developmentally appropriate for grade level. 

Questions included: 

1. What makes this selection better than any other 

work you did this quarter? 

2. What might you have done differently to improve 

this project? 

3. Think back to all the steps and procedures 

involved in making this a project to be proud of 

... what would you offer, in words, as evidence 

that it was a valuable use of your time? 

4. Anything else? (Klimer, 1990, p. 10). 

Reflections are documents that come from moments 

when teachers ask students to return to their 

collections of work, taking up the stance of an 

informed critic or an autobiographer, noticing 

what is characteristic, what is changed with time, 

or what still remains to be done (Wolf, 1989, 

p. 37). 



CHAPTER III 

Procedures of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to design and develop a 

portfolio assessment process to evaluate student progress in 

writing skill development in the primary grades of Central 

Elementary School of the Tonasket, Washington School 

District. 

1. Selected population 

1.1 Teachers 

a. All four (4) first grade teachers who 

had varying degrees of experience in 

teaching writing. 

b. One (1) second grade teacher who had 

comprehensive background in language 

experience and whole language. 

c. one (1) third grade teacher who had no 

methods courses in teaching writing. 

1.2 Students 

a. Twenty (20) first grade students from 

four (4) classrooms. 

b. Five (5) students from second grade. 

c. Five (5) students from third grade. 

2. Portfolio assessment planning group included only 

teachers who were focusing on the project. 

3. Scope of the study included only teachers from 

Central Elementary School of the Tonasket School 

20 



District. 

4. Research included the review of literature 

published within the last ten years. 

21 

Chapter III contains background information describing: 

1. Need for the study. 

2. Procedures of the study. 

3. Planned implementation of the study. 

4. Summary. 

Need for the Study 

In the fall of the 1991-92 school year, a committee was 

formed to evaluate the existing report card for the primary 

grades. The majority of the teachers were concerned with 

imparting a letter or numerical grade for writing. Samples 

of writing provided explanation for the grade given by the 

teacher but each educator knew the evaluation process was 

not uniform throughout the primary grades. 

Representing the administration on the committee, this 

investigator (Roberta Bowers) selected six teachers from the 

report card committee who agreed to study performance-based 

assessment. The members of the original committee 

recognized the need to function as separate groups although 

some members had dual membership. 
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Procedures of the study 

An ERIC search was conducted to review existing 

literature on the portfolio assessment process. Because the 

practice of using portfolio assessment is contemporary, 

eighty-five percent (85%) of the research and literature 

examined for this study have been presented or published 

within the last five years. Fourteen and one-half percent 

(14 1/2%) of the books, journal articles, and papers 

presented are less than ten years old. The one article 

examined that was twenty-five years old had been a reference 

on evaluation made by a presenter of a paper on portfolio 

assessment in 1990. The assimilation of this material along 

with experience in the classroom teaching of writing 

resulted in formulation of a process. The procedure 

entitled, ''The Process for Developing Portfolio Assessment" 

has been presented in Chapter IV. 

Planned Implementation of the study 

The process developed as a result of this study will be 

presented to participants of teacher training sessions on 

portfolio assessment in the Tonasket School District during 

the fall of 1992. The six teachers involved in the study 

will serve as mentors for other teachers in the process of 

implementing portfolio assessment in classrooms. 

Recommendations for change will be considered and 



incorporated at a later time as determined by the original 

committee. 

summary 

23 

The review of literature and research undertaken for 

this project identified effective strategies for 

implementing portfolio assessment as a process for 

evaluating writing. The process will provide on-going 

continuity to assessment and instruction of writing in first 

through fourth grades of Central Elementary School in the 

Tonasket School District. 



CHAPTER IV 

The Process 

The portfolio assessment process to evaluate student 

progress in writing skill development in the primary grades 

of Central Elementary School in Tonasket, Washington which 

was the subject of this project, has been presented on the 

following pages. 

The project has been organized into 6 components 

presented on the following pages, including: 

- Planning 

- Checklists 

- Characteristics 

- Goals 

- Assessment 

- Documentation 

24 
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student Portfolios: 

Planning the Change Checklist 

Any new program requires a training period for 
implementation. Below is a checklist of activities and 
concepts for perusal. 

1. Using building goals, 
determine what students 
should know when they 
leave the current grade 

2. Decide curricular 
goals in relation to the 
building goals. 

3. Decide classroom goals. 
(Keep the goals at 2-3). 

4. Decide ways to find out 
what students know and 
what they can do. (Formal 

Planning Progress Completed 

and informal tests, surveys 
observations, interviews). 
This assessment should relate 
to classroom goals. 

5 . State expectations for 
students (standards). 

6. Prepare materials: 

a. Assessment 
b. Documenting Materials 
c. Portfolios 

7. Outline a plan for the 
initial assessment. 

8. Share ideas with others 
involved in the procedure. 

9. Develop a plan of action 
for uniting assessments 
into instruction. 

10. Meet frequently with 
colleagues--talk about 
your progress. 

Pl 
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WHAT IS A PORTFOLIO? 

For this project, a portfolio will be defined as a 

"collection of evidence used by the teacher and student to 

monitor the growth of a student's knowledge of content, use 

of strategies, and attitudes toward the accomplishment of 

goals in an organized and systematic way." 

CHARACTERISTICS OF A PORTFOLIO 

** is goal based 

** displays the reflection between student's 

goal and actual accomplishment 

** includes a sampling of student's work, 

projects, anecdotal comments, and tests 

** includes evidence of student's growth which 

has been selected collaboratively 

WHY PORTFOLIOS? 

Portfolios should be more than a folder of samples of 

writing. Samples should exhibit the depth and breadth of a 

student's learning. Students will have opportunities to 

assess work collaboratively with the teacher, set goals, and 

strive to reach those goals. 

P3 



GOALS 

CONTENT AREA: 

1. What are the district goals in this content area? 

P4 
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