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Portfolios: The Place Where Writers Work 

 
Attention was given, during the process movement, to portfolios as an accurate way 

of assessing student writing in composition courses.  The writing process movement 
developed in the 1960’s, specifically at the Conference of College Composition and 
Communication in 1963, where there was a renewed interest in rhetoric and composition 
theory and a desire for students to more actively participate in the process of writing (Clark, 
5).  A reaction against the product centered pedagogy that had been the style of composition 
classes; the process movement emphasized self expression and the personal voice, as well as 
collaborative learning in the classroom.  It was a necessity for student voices to be heard, and 
for teachers to ask questions of themselves and their teaching.  In this movement, more space 
was created for portfolio learning, and in the past fifty years portfolios have been viewed as 
“complex, multifaceted, shifting assessments of learning” (Esterm, 125).   

Perhaps the most significant outcome of portfolio learning is the rhetorical questions 
this style of assessment inspires students to ask.  Reynolds addresses this concept in the 
section of her book called “Portfolio Preparation as a Rhetorical Act.”  Students must “make 
rhetorically informed choices and be responsible for these choices in a ‘real’ situation” 
(Reynolds, 14).  Portfolios become real to students in the ways they address situation, habit 
and responsibility, self-presentation, arrangement, and audience (14).  Reynolds asks us to 
think of portfolios as a place where writers work, a place that requires habits of upkeep, 
maintenance in order to form a writer’s character.  If the portfolio is a student’s garden, than 
he/she is the garden keeper, nourishing and keeping safe the soul of the work while 
perfecting the structures that inform it.  Rather than other testing methods, which can be flat 
and limiting, a portfolio is a living entity.  It is alive because it has the capacity for change, 
and to take on not only the essence of its author, but the voices that help the author in the 
revision process.  If no writing is ever truly finished, then students become part of a 
community that allows for continuous fulfillment in the process of creating better and better 
writing.  Students are audience conscious, as they are not only thinking about the instructor 
who is going to grade their work, but their classmates and others who might read their 
portfolio both in class work shop activities and after it has been completed.          

Writing, and all learning, is best assessed by viewing documents produced over time, 
and “portfolios are increasingly seen as a way to evaluate students’ work more authentically 
and effectively” (Esterm, 125).  Finding inspiration from the world of art, as portfolios have 
been a common, if not essential, component to art composition courses, writing portfolios 
allow different aspects of students work to be captured.  Nedra Reynolds, in “Portfolio 
Keeping,” makes the case that portfolios “give writers more time to develop and give 
teachers more room to provide formative evaluation” (1).  Portfolios allow for students to 
make informed and individual choices, both organizational and reflective.  Students like 
portfolio keeping, because it allows for freedom and creativity, and centers less attention on 
the final product and/or grade.  In fact, many portfolio supporters advise that instructors give 
feedback on drafts, but not grade individual pieces of work until the student has turned in 
their final portfolio.  Reynolds cites Peter Elbow and Pat Belanoff:  “Portfolios permit us to 
avoid putting grades on individual papers, and thereby help us make the evaluations we do 
during the semester formative, not summative” (31).  Assigning grades is a product-centered 
act, and disrupts process pedagogy, in which students are more able to decide the fate of their 
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work.  Reynolds implies that enough instructor and student-driven feedback will have 
occurred that students should have some idea of how they’re doing, and will therefore be 
motivated to continue the process.  This also satisfies the concern instructors share about the 
paper load portfolios might produce, and the time commitment.  In utilizing peer review and 
postponing grades until revisions have had the chance to develop, time isn’t typically an 
issue.  Reading and grading portfolios takes no more time at the end of the semester than 
does reading and grading any set of final essays, and, because instructors have already seen 
some draft of the work, they have a base to work with (Reynolds, 63).  Teachers have, at this 
point, had time to gain confidence in their abilities to assess writing and are ready for the 
grading process.  As exemplified by the adjoined assignment, I would have the portfolio be 
an essential part of the class, worth maybe forty or fifty percent of the grade.  I would, 
however allow students to, at least by mid-term, know what grade they are getting.  This 
grade would be tallied from a mid-term exercise on drafting, revising, and reflecting on a 
paper, and also participation and other such classroom activities and assignments.      

At the end of the term, portfolios must be accountable for knowledge, no matter how 
one tries to get around the issue of grading.  Therefore, as Brian Stecher, in his “Portfolio 
Assessment and Education Reform,” informs us, “a careful analysis of the technical quality 
of portfolio scores should consider three things: the consistency of ratings of individual 
pieces (rater reliability), the consistency of student performance across pieces (score 
reliability), and the interpretability of scores (validity)” (206).  How are portfolios to be 
graded, one might ask, when student consistency varies from piece to piece?  They will be 
graded in terms of process pedagogy.  Many times portfolios will require students to include 
two or three drafts of a paper alongside their final copy.  Also, there is most always a highly-
valued reflection component to the portfolio, in which a student examines his or her self and 
the ways in which their writing has improved in the course.  The reflection also allows for 
some explanation about the choices the student made as to what pieces to include and why.  
Portfolios will not, as other testing forms do, breed conformity, and will instead celebrate 
individual talent (informed by a community).    

Portfolios, therefore, balance process and product by giving students rhetorical 
situations that allow them to practice, develop, take risks, and, when the time is right, 
perform, pull it all together, show their stuff (Reynolds 15).  They inspire the kind of 
independence and strength that young writers need to acquire, while also preparing them, in 
workshop and group-work, for future conversations with their peers and other members of 
society.  Portfolios allow for individual talent, and perhaps genius, to develop in the 
classroom.  In addressing individuality and professionalism in his “Professionalism: What 
Graduate Students Need,” Andrew Hoberek exemplifies issues prevalent in Ayn Rand’s 
novel The Fountainhead.  The leading character, Howard Roark tells an assembled 
courtroom that: 

The mind is an attribute of the individual, and thus, There is no such thing as a collective 
brain.  There is no such thing as a collective thought.  Any agreement reached by a group of 
men is only a compromise or an average drawn upon individual thoughts.  It is a secondary 
consequence.  The primary act- the process of reason- must be performed by each man alone.  
Only by living for himself is the innovator able to achieve the things which are the glory of 
mankind” (Hoberek, 133).   

If we, as composition instructors, are asking students to acquire it, it being what it takes to 
make it in the world of academics, to find voice, to develop integrity in writing, etc., then is 
there the possibility that portfolios might inhibit this type of development by focusing too 
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much on collective consensus in group work and work-shopping?  I think not.  Stanley Fish 
is quoted as stating “Anti-professionalism is professionalism itself in its purest form” (137).  
In order to be an individual, to say something that truly matters, that no one has said before 
(which one could say is the goal of writing), one must first know what others have said.  One 
must first know the academy in order to accept or oppose it.  Some of the best collections of 
writing, much like portfolios themselves, are done by members of the academy / a larger 
community.  How does this relate to portfolio keeping?   
 Portfolio keeping allows more space for the individual mind to flourish, while, at the 
same time, best revealing the process of writing to the students.  The process of reason, that 
the character from The Fountainhead refers to, is best able to develop in a situation where 
students can fully know the way decisions work and can decide how to articulate original 
thought.  Peers are utilized to inform and make solid a student’s own ideology so that it can 
both recognize and go beyond the community it is a part of.  Portfolios accomplish this better 
than other forms of assessment, particularly due to their emphasis on rhetoric.  Rhetoric, the 
art of effective or persuasive speaking or writing, plays into portfolio use because students 
are forced to defend themselves (their thought processes and writing skills) and contemplate 
how and why they make the choices they do while compiling a portfolio.   
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Portfolio Assignment 

Keeping: The act of holding or supporting.  Observance of a rule, institution, practice, promise, and 
so on.  Custody, charge, guardianship.  In painting, the maintenance of harmony of 
composition.  Agreement, congruity, harmony. 

Keep: To take care of, to look after, watch over, tend.  To maintain in proper order.  To maintain 
continuously and in proper form and order (a diary, books, and so forth).  To celebrate, to 
obsere.  Noun: the stronghold of a castle; a jail. 

Keeper: One who has charge, care, or oversight of any person or thing.  One worth keeping, 
especially a fish large enough to be legally caught.1 

* A major component of this class is portfolio keeping.  Keeping a portfolio will help you to 
pay attention to both the processes and products of writing.  It will also help you to keep 
track of the evolution of each writing project as well as your development as a writer.  You 
will be the sole keeper of your portfolio, and it will be a reflection of your individuality and 
independence, as well as your ability to utilize the conventions of writing.  You will also be 
selfless, and undergo many workshops and revisions with your peers and myself.  Thus, in 
this activity you will learn both self and selflessness, in being a member of the academic 
community.      
 
* Keeping a portfolio is an active process, and involves choice.  Your final portfolio is not 
due until the end of the semester.  However, we will be mindful of keeping a portfolio during 
every class.  In the end, you will hand me a collection of work that best represents you as a 
writer.  Because writing involves practice, process, and reflection, all of these elements will 
appear in your final portfolio.   
 
Your portfolio will include a total of five pieces.  It is worth 40 percent of your final grade.  
The rest of your grade will represent in-class activities and participation, and your ability to 
assess and revise your work and the work of others.  More details appear on the syllabus.       
 
 

- The first piece of writing in your portfolio will be a preliminary draft alongside a final draft.  
For this, you will write half of a page reflecting on your progress, taking careful look at your 
strengths and weaknesses, and tell me why you final draft is best.  What does this process 
reveal to me about you as a writer?   

 
We will discuss this at mid-term, when you will practice by reflecting on the first and final drafts of a 
paper of your choosing.  We will spend a class period talking about reflection and examples of 
professional writers reflecting on the writing process. 

 
- Your second piece will be a journal entry.  We will spend ten minutes at the beginning of 

every class free-writing, and you will decide which of these pieces you might include, and 

                                                
1 Keeping, Keep, and Keeper and their definitions taken from the introduction of: 
Reynolds, Nedra.  Portfolio Keeping: A Guide For Students. New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000. p.1.  
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why.  We will be writing from different prompts, and utilizing different styles of writing, so 
this will allow you some freedom.  You might pick a creative piece, a piece that reflects on 
the techniques and process we are learning about in class, or a piece that best reveals your 
writing style.   

 
- The third piece will be chosen from the three rhetoric based papers we complete in class.  

This piece must be concise and must best represent your ability to write an academic paper.   
 

- The final components of your portfolio are two sheets of pre-writing activities: outlines, 
webs, any sort of brainstorming you have done for a paper or assignment.   

 
- Also, a final reflection must be included in which you articulate why you chose the pieces 

you have, and what this reveals about your thought process as a writer.   
 

More details on what the portfolio should look like (cover page, table of contents, etc.) to come.   
 

 

 

 


