
How Portfolios Motivate 
Reluctant Writers

An Oregon elementary teacher finds
that personal and classroom portfolios make
her 4th grade students want to write.

DARLENE M. FRAZIER AND F. LEON PAULSON

B rian doesn't like to write. 
Brian doesn't write. When 
Brian does write, it's under 

duress, and he doesn't share his 
writing. Brian has problems with 
handwriting, with spelling, and shows 
no motivation for change.

I've taught children like Brian for 
six years. 1 They are average to bright 
students whose deficit in written 
language requires a pullout program. 
They are behind their age-mates with 
little hope of catching up. Last year, 
writing served no function for these 
children other than to document their 
failure. This year, their writing has 
purpose. The students have found their 
voices as writers. What happened?

The First Portfolio
Last year. I began working with a 
technique called portfolio assessment. 
As a whole language enthusiast, I 
sought approaches that were holistic, 
student-centered, and authentic. I was 
particularly interested in portfolio 
assessment because it encourages self- 
assessmerit (Paulson et al. 1991. 
Tiemey et al. 1991). I read as much as 
I could find and enrolled in a class 
offered through the local education 
service district.

I had already begun to teach my 
students to score their writing using 
the analytical writing assessment

system (AWA) used statewide here in 
Oregon. (See Spandel and Stiggins 
1990 for examples of this approach.) 
While teaching them analytical 
assessment may sound inconsistent 
with my holistic philosophy, I felt that 
my students could become better, 
more confident writers if they were 
familiar with how others would judge 
their writing. On test day in the past, 
they had been victims. I wanted to 
help take the mystery out of testing 
and allow them to take control.

The assignment in my education 
class was to create a portfolio about 
me. This was appealing because I 
don't like to subject my students to

Last year, writing 
served no function 
for these children 
other than to 
document their 
failure. This year, 
their writing 
has purpose.

something I haven't tried first. I 
decided to create a portfolio that 
would demonstrate the accomplish 
ments of my students as a group. (See 
Bird 1990 for a discussion of teacher 
portfolios.) I organized my portfolio, 
using the Cognitive Model for 
Assessing Portfolios (CMAP, Paulson 
and Paulson 1991). The model 
involves stating a rationale for the 
portfolio, identifying specific goals, 
setting standards, selecting contents, 
and evaluating the results.

An important portfolio concept is 
that of the stakeholder, anyone who 
has an interest in or is made vulner 
able by what is in a portfolio (Paulson 
and Paulson 1991). The primary stake 
holder is the portfolio's owner; a 
secondary stakeholder is anyone else 
with a direct interest in the portfolio. 
As the primary stakeholder in my 
portfolio, I decided it was to be a 
collection of writing samples that 
documented my students' develop 
ment, but, more important, a way to 
assess both my students as writers and 
myself as a teacher.

The Teacher Becomes a Student
While I work with many special educa 
tion students, one group of six 4th grade 
students in a writing pullout program 
seemed perfect for a composite port 
folio. I told them that assembling a 
portfolio was part of a class I was 
taking, and I asked for their help. All 
six volunteered to share their writings!

I told them I wanted samples of 
their writing that would show how 
much they had learned during the year. 
(This process is similar tocoinvestiga- 
tion, a technique developed by Scar-
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damalia and Bereiter 1983 to encourage 
students to engage in self-reflection.) 
They understood thai I was also a 
student completing an assignment and 
became enthusiastic contributors to my 
project. In the past, their writing had 
been ignored or the occasion for nega 
tive feedback. Now. for the first time, 
someone could actually benefit from 
something they had written.

I let my students, who were now 
secondary stakeholders in the process, 
select the material to include in my 
portfolio. This may appear to be a 
risky move, but I had three goals. I 
wanted them to include pieces that 
they felt good about, to gain owner 
ship in the portfolio process, and to 
learn to evaluate their own work.

Suddenly we were working 
together. I had become their collabo 
rator instead of their teacher. From 
October to December, my students 
selected samples of their writing. We 
discussed their selections and recorded 
their reasoning on 3x5 cards, which 
also went into my portfolio. As time 
passed, we began to review the

contents, looking for growth in how 
they expressed themselves. Was the 
writing getting clearer? Were the 
stories getting longer? Were the AWA 
scores higher?

The Students Ask to 
Keep Portfolios
Then a very interesting thing happened: 
the students began pressuring me to let 
them create their own writing portfo 
lios. How could I refuse?

There are countless ways for 
students to organize portfolios. The 
format doesn't matter as long as 
students use the process for self- 
reflection and evaluation and take an 
active role in selecting material and 
maintaining their portfolios. Of 
course, their selections must also meet 
curricular and instructional priorities.

When my students began creating 
their own portfolios, they became the 
primary stakeholders, and I became a 
secondary stakeholder. Their portfo 
lios were a means through which I 
could provide feedback, monitor their 
progress, and report to parents. I held

individual conferences with students 
to help them write rationales, personal 
goals, and standards for their portfo 
lios. Although all my students stated 
similar rationales for their portfolios, 
"to improve my writing," individual 
variation appeared when they 
described specific goals; for example:

I want to make my stories longer 
and more fluent. I want my AWA 
scores to go up. , ,

I want my punctuation to 
improve.

I want to improve my imagination.

The works that the students selected 
also showed variety, but within an 
overall structure. All chose to include 
rough and final drafts of writing 
projects, an approach they had obvi 
ously modeled from my portfolio. 
Students who selected skill-oriented 
goals often included writing checklists 
and punctuation guides. Others, who 
wanted to improve for different 
reasons, wrote self-reflective state 
ments on tjiose goals.

Portfolio assessment soon became a 
major undertaking in the classroom.

MAY 1992 63



Since finding their writers' voices through portfolios, Darlene Frazier 's 4th graders have been 
enthusiastic about putting their thoughts on paper. Here she and same students take a break from tvriiing.

Instruction and assessment came 
together into a single activity. Students 
evaluated their progress each time they 
looked at previous rough drafts, held 
conferences with me, or participated in 
peer review. Gradually, they developed 
the habits of reflecting on their learning 
and tracking their progress.

Students' Confidence Grows '
At the beginning of the year. I recorded 
the students' comments (they weren't 
ready to write them down yet) about 
papers they had written. At the end of 
the year. I asked them to write a letter 
to explain to an outsider what their 
portfolios conveyed about their learning.

In October, a student said: "Lthink 
my story has a good start. I need to 
add more ideas." In May, she was not 
only more articulate, but also persua 
sive, "I think I improved in my cursive 
writing and my AWA scores. If you do 
not believe me. look in my portfolio. It 
has proof. Just read my first story and 
my last."

A student who said, "I think my

ideas weren't too good. I need to 
expand my words and put more 
expression into it. I think I wrote 
pretty large sentences though" revised 
his opinion at the end of the year:

In the beginning of the year I got 2.8 
in my AWA scores. Now I usually 
get a score of 3.5. My punctuation 
has improved. At the beginning of 
the year I did not put periodsrat the 
end of the sentences in my rough 
drafts. Now my rough drafts have 
the periods and capita] letters where 
they should be. Spelling is still very 
hard for me, but I think I am slowly 
getting better at it.

As the year progressed, confidence 
grew, and the students began to find 
their voices as writers. Clearly, these 
students were learning that they could 
benefit from something they had 
written. One student summed up his 
presentation of his portfolio with these 
words:

I think I have good handwriting, 
and I write good stories! I also get 
good grades in this class, but let's

talk A+. Well. I think I did good, 
and if you don't believe me. read 
my story "Who's There?"

The Value of Portfolios
The greatest asset of portfolios, I've 
found, is in self-evaluation. Portfolio 
assessment offers students a way to 
take charge of their learning; it also 
encourages ownership, pride, and high 
self-esteem.

My experience may offer an addi 
tional insight into using portfolios for 
program assessment. Many educators 
are concerned that using portfolios for 
external assessment may destroy their 
usefulness as teaching tools. Imposing 
outside demands can l imit the 
personal freedom that students need to 
grow and to develop a sense of owner 
ship. On the other hand, portfolios are 
a rich source of authentic information 
that we need in order to assess what is 
really happening in writing programs.

The two-tiered approach to assess 
ment described here suggests that it 
may be possible to preserve both. For 
their personal portfolios, students set 
individual goals, select the pieces, and 
reflect on their work. They are free to 
use their portfolios to understand 
themselves as writers.

At the same time, I ask them to help 
me assemble a class portfolio, a

For our class 
portfolio, students 
help me assemble 
works that reflect 
their achievements 
on district goals.
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composite of works that reflect their 
achievements on the district's goals. 
This not only removes a threat to 
students' ownership of their individual 
portfolios, but it gives them a more 
neutral forum through which to 
grapple with the challenges posed by 
external standards. This composite 
portfolio contains the information I 
use for program assessment.

Remember Brian, the prototype 
recalcitrant writer? Over the year. 
Brian began to write and to share his 
writing with others. His portfolio 
began to document success rather than 
failure. His voice, which had always 
been so forceful on the playground, 
had begun to come through in his 
writing as well.

'Although we worked together to 
conceptualize and write this article, we

wrote in the first person singular because 
our story is best told in the voice of the 
teacher who taught the class, Darlene M. 
Frazier.
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Summer Training Opportunities
ASCD Training Centers are five-day intensive trainings ottering you the 
best in research and practice. Consult your ASCD Training Center Fryer, 
mailed to all members April 7,1992 lor registration or team discount 
information. Or call ASCD at 703/549-9110.

June 24-28, 1992 
Washington, DC

Assisting Change in Education (ACE)
Serious school-based improvement projects need a trained facilitator— 

the person from inside or outside the school whose job is to provide 
assistance, training, and support in the complicated, long-term process of 
change. 
Consultants 
Pam Bobbins and Pat WoNe

July 29-August 2, 1992 
Washington, DC

How To Develop Master Presentation Skills
Through theory, modeling, and video-taped practice, you will leam 

strategies for increasing confidence and learning levels of participants. 
Consultants 
Suianne Bailey and Robert Garmston

Refining Coaching and Conferencing Skills
This practical, hands-on program for sijxrvisors and coaches will focus 

on ways to enpand and refine coaching and conferencing skMs that can 
promote an kiteltectuaty rich teaching and learning environment. 
Consultants 
Arthur Costa and Peg LukJens

Cooperative Learning
Leant the skMs necessary to implement cooperative teaming in your 

classroom or schoot Explore components of the most popular cooperative 
learning models used today, including those developed by Siavin, Kagan 
and the Johnsons. 
Consultants 
Card Cummmgs and GailElkms

1992 Annual Curriculum Showcase

Looking Forward: New Trends in Curriculum 
Renewal
July 24-28,1992 • Washington, DC

Engage in briefings in each of the four major academic areas, combined 
with a practical curriculum development process for reviewing your local 
curriculum National experts speak about trends, issues, and research 
findings ii social studies, mathematics, science, and language arts. 
Consultants 
Shirtey Frye, Allan Glanhom, Wiliam Kyle, Jr., and Walter Parker

MAY 1992 65



 
 
 
Copyright © 1992 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




