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Portfolios 
 
Overview of practice: 

 The use of portfolios in the classroom is no longer considered a revolutionary 
idea. It is a teaching practice that has largely been accepted in the composition 
pedagogical world. Using portfolios in the writing classroom was a reaction to the test-
taking craze, the need to judge, critique and quantify what a student had learned, if they 
had progressed. Tom Crockett defines the portfolio as “a collection of evidence. The 
contents or evidence may be referred to as samples, examples, documents, records or 
products. Because they have been assembled together they provide evidence of a person’s 
skills and abilities.” (4). The portfolio is viewed as the best way to judge a student over 
time, through looking at the progress a student is making in their writing it becomes 
easier for the teacher to (a) assess the student and to help that student with problems they 
are having but also (b) for the student to grow and learn from their own work, it becomes 
a cognitive exercise that the student is a vested part of.  

“Research also shows that students benefit from an awareness of the processes 
and strategies involved in writing, solving a problem, researching a topic, 
analyzing information, or describing their own observations…Portfolios can serve 
as a vehicle for enhancing student awareness of these strategies for thinking about 
and producing work--both inside and beyond the classroom.”(Student Portfolios: 
Classroom, 3.) 

The portfolio then becomes a negotiation between the student and the teacher, 
according to Galbraith, Hennelly and Purves. “Through the process of negotiation, the 
students gather a sense of the operating criteria in the rhetorical community of the 
classroom and the school”. (26). In this view of portfolios, the teacher than allows the 
student to do their own work, and evaluate what they are doing and why they are doing it 
and how it fits into the larger context of curriculum and learning. The portfolio gives 
students a vested interest in their work and according to Galbraith, Hennelly and Purves 
become a part of the “rhetorical community”. (27). This is accomplished by being upfront 
about what the criteria of the portfolio is and what goals and standards need to be met in 
putting together the portfolio. These goals and standards vary from classroom to 
classroom.  

The uses of portfolios is varied and changes from classroom to classroom, age 
level to age level. The drawbacks associated with portfolios is this fact, that there is no 
standardized way to “do” portfolios and if portfolios are used for assessment and grading 
at the administrative level, since portfolios are so individualized, how do we judge and 
make decisions that are “fair”? In order to combat these debates, the Education Consumer 



Guide has proposed systematizing or generalizing the way portfolios are used and put 
together if they are to be used for administrative purposes. That is the grand debate now 
about portfolios, because research has clearly proven the usefulness of portfolios, and this 
research has carried over into other aspects of our society, not just education. There are 
portfolios for businessmen, artists, teachers; the portfolio is the tool we use to show our 
work and progress in a field. The challenge now rests in how we can use portfolios to 
assess our students, equally and fairly. The other area of research underway by 
proponents of portfolios is approaching student portfolios from a digital perspective and 
how to negotiate the use of the internet, websites, and turning in a portfolio 
electronically. With computers becoming a more vested part of the classroom, how do 
teachers adapt the portfolio to the digital age? These are the questions that now face 
teachers who use this classroom practice, but are also the questions facing the job of 
teaching itself. How do we grade and assess our students and how to we adapt to current 
trends? These questions can be answered through trial and error and putting to use a 
classroom practice like the portfolio.     

Lesson plan: 
It is not possible to provide an example of this classroom practice, portfolios are a way of 
approaching the teaching or writing, and so first teachers must decide what is important 
to their class and what the goals are and why they are using portfolios. I offer this guide 
as a starting point. 
 First: 
 
What is the goal of this class? This can be defined either by the teacher or the students. 
What should be included within the portfolio, what is acceptable, what is not?  
Who is evaluating these portfolios? 
How does putting together this portfolio add to the overall goal of the class and help the 
student to grow and learn? 
 
Second:  
Introduce the idea to the class on the first day, talking about all of the information 
discussed above. Perhaps prepare a rubric of what is expected, and give a time frame in 
order to keep students on track. The important thing about portfolios is that the idea 
should be introduced right at the beginning because it shapes how your class is run and 
what assignments the students will be preparing. Through using a portfolio in the writing 
classroom, it sets up how your syllabus will be run and how your class interacts with you 
the teacher and with each other. 
 
Third: 
Have monthly checks as to the progress of the portfolio, depending on how strict the 
requirements are and the amount of time it takes to complete an assignment will 
determine when you do these checks. It is also important to meet with the students and 
talk about their work and understanding and progression in regards to the portfolio.  
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This article provides a general overview of the debate over using portfolios as a 

tool for assess a student and the fairness factor. It addresses systematizing the content of 
portfolios to combat this problem. The article is very basic and is just a summary of the 
argument, for further detail one should look at the compilation provided by the National 
Center for the Study of Writing and Literacy.   


