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Linking Large-Scale Testing and
Classroom Portfolio Assessments of
Student Writing
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University of California at Berkeley

In this article, I explore how portfolio assessment in the area of writing can
provide new links between large-scale testing and classroom assessment. After
analyzing varied types of large-scale testing in writing—including multiple-
choice tests and tests that include writing samples produced in testing
settings — I describe several portfolio programs at work: one in the Pittsburgh
school district, Arts PROPEL; a large-scale, classroom-centered portfolio
effort for elementary students in England, The Primary Language Record
(1988); a state-level portfolio assessment from Vermont for Grades 4 and 11;
and a large-scale national examination for completion of secondary school in
Great Britain, the General Certificate of Secondary Education. These exam-
ples show how portfolio assessment could link large-scale testing and instruc-
tional assessment. However, the examples also show that classroom-based
portfolios were more likely to be successful and lasting than portfolios used
for large-scale testing. I argue that if testing and assessment in writing are to
be linked, portfolios will need to gain a stronger foothold in large-scale
testing, something that will happen only when testers, teachers, and
policymakers begin to work together reciprocally.

Somehow the teaching of English has been wrenched out of the Age of
Aquarius and thrust into the Age of Accountability. Many of us view
educational accountants in much the same spirit as we view the agent of the
Internal Revenue Service coming to audit our returns. Theoretically, it is
possible the agent will turn out to be a pleasant person, gregarious and
affable, who writes poetry in his free time and who will help us by showing
how we failed to claim all our allowable deductions, so that the result of the
audit is the discovery of a new friend and a substantial refund. But somehow
we doubt that possibility.

Requests for reprints should be sent to Sarah W, Freedman, School of Education, University
of California, Berkeley, CA 94720.
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For the specialist in measurement and testing we have our image, too. In his
graduate work, one of the foreign languages he siudied was statistics. And he
passed it. The other one was thai amazing and arcane language the testing
spe\,iahsts use when they talk to one another. He passed it, 100, and is fluent
in it. He doesn’t think of children except as they distribute themselves across
decﬂes He attempits with his chi-squares to measure what we've done withou:
ever understanding what we were trying to do. {Hogan, 19’74 p. i)

These remarks pointing out gaps between teachers of writing and the testing
and measurement commuility seem timely today, but they were written by
Paul Hogan, then executive director of the National Council of Teachers of
English, for the foreword to Paul Diederich’s (1974) classic book, Mea-
suring Growth in Eﬂgflsh Inthis artlch,, I explore the nature of these gaps.

The focus is on two currently distinct kinds of writing evaluation —
large-scale testing at the national, state, district, and sometimes school
levels, which is the natural domain of the educational accountants, and
classroom assessment by teachers observing their own students inside their
own classrooms, teachers who see kids and not distributions of deciles but
whose Judgments according to measurement spec;ahsts may be unreliable
and biased.

In th1s. article, the term festing refers to large-scale standardized evalua-
tion, dnd assessment refers to the evaluative judgments of the classroom
teacher Calfee (1987) described testmg activities as usually “group admin-
1st¢red multlple choice, mandated by exiernal authorities, used by the
puhhc and policy makers to decide ‘how the schools are doing’ ” (p. 738),
whereas assessment activities include “evaluation of individual student
performance, based on the teacher’s decisions about curriculum and
1nstrucn0n at the classroom Jevel, aimed toward the student’s grasp of
concepis and mastery of transferrable skills (Calfee & Drum, 1979)” (p.
732%) In writing, as in most academic areas, large-scale testing and
classroom assessment normally serve different purposes and guite appro-
priately assume different forms. However, if we could create a tight fit
between large-scale testing and classroom assessment, we could potentially
add to the kinds of information we mow get from large-scale testing
programs, and we could help teachers strengthen their <lassroom assess-
ments, their teaching, and their studenis’ learning,

efore presenting ideas for linking large-scale testing and classroom
asseésmﬂnt, I review the form of most large-scale writing tests and discuss
their limitations. Then I describe porifolio assessment, an important
innq}'v ation in classroom writing evaluation that is filtering up in some cases
to university-wide assessment programs, to state-wide testing programs
across grade levels, and to the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(N4 AEP" Portfolio assessment contains the foundations for potential
formal links between lar; ge-scale testing and classroom assessment levels.
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Finally, I give several examples of portfolio programs at work, examples
that point toward possible future directions for writing assessment and
instruction in this country: a large urban school district’s use of portfolios
in Arts PROPEL; a large-scale, classroom-centered portfolio effort for
clementary students in England, The Primary Language Record (PLR;
1988) a state-level portfolio assessment from Vermont for Grades 4 and 11;
and a large-scale national examination for completion of secondary school
in Great Britain, the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE).

LARGE-SCALE TESTING

Historically, the large-scale testing of writing has developed to: (a) deter-
mine whether students have mastered writing at some level (e.g., the
NAEP); (b) evaluate writing programs in the school, the district, or in some
cases the classroom (e.g., the California Assessment Program); (c) place
students in programs or classes (e.g., many college placement examinations
given to entering freshmen, usually administered on local campuses but
sometimes, as in California, in the form of state-wide tests); and (d) decide
the fate of individuals with respect to admissions, promotion, or graduation
(gatekeeping; e.g., the SAT, high school and college graduation tests, and
writing samples gathered by potential employers). Unlike classroom assess-
ment, large-scale testing generally has not been concerned with charting the
development of individual writers.

Across the years, large-scale testing programs have struggled with
difficult problems: how to evaluate student writing reliably, cost effectively,
and fairly. One highly criticized but commonly used way of evaluating is
through 1nd1rect measures designed to provide proxies for writing abilities.
Indirect measures are generally multiple-choice tests and typically include
questions about grammar or sentence structure or scrambled paragraphs to
be rearranged in a logical order. These indirect measures were in widespread

use as late as 19834, At thu time, 19 state departments of education
measured the writing of students in kindergarten through 12th grade
indirectly; only 13 state departments had direct measures, and 18 had no
measures at all (Baker, 1989; Burstein, Baker, Aschbacher, & Keesling,
1985). The appeal of indirect measures of writing was obvious; they were
quick to administer and cheap to score. The problems were obvious too;
indirect measures were poor predictors of how well the test-taker actually
writes. As Conlan (1986) emphasized:

No multiple-choice question can be used to discover how well students can
express their own ideas in their own words, how well they can marshal
evidence to support their arguments, or how well they can adjust to the need
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to communicate for a particular purpose and to a particular audience. Nor
can multiple-choice questions ever indicate whether what the student writes
will be interesting io read. (p. 124)

And if we believe L. B. Resnick and D. P. Resnick (1990) that “you get what
you assess” (p. 66}, multlple—chmce writing tests are bound to have negative
effects on instruciion because teachmg to the test would not include asking
students to write. There is also evidence that “black and Hispanic back-
ground students perform at about one standard deviation below the mean
on standardized tests of intelligence, aptitude, and achievement (Samuda,
1975; Padilla, 1979; Olmedo, 1981; Green, 1981)” (O’Connor, 1989, p.
129) The problems for these students, who are also nonnative speakers of
English, was exacerbated on multlple-chmm tests of writing because what
the exams test is often knowledge of the rules of standard grammar,
somethmg a native speaker will inevitably control better than a nonnative
speaker regardless of his or her-abilities as a writer.

From 1890 to the 1960s the Coliege Emrance Examination Board (CEEB)
struggled to find practical ways to move away from multiple-choice,
1nd1ret,t measures of writing. The goal was to design direct assessments that
would include the collection and scoring of actual samples of student
writing (Dlederich, Freuch & Carlton, 1961; Godshalk, Swineford, &
Coffman, 1966 Huddleston 1954; \deyers, McConville, & Coffman,
1966). CEEB’s struggles were many. First of all, the student writing would
have to be evaluated. Besides the expense of paying humans to score actual
writing samples, it proved difficult to get them to agree with one another on
even a single general-impression score. in 1961 Diederich et al. conducted
a s{udy at the Educational Testing Service (ETS) in which “sixty distin-
guished readers in six occupational fields” read 300 papers written by
college freshmen (cited in Diederich, 1974, p. 5). Of the 300 papers, “101
received every grade from 1 to 9” (p. 6}. On as many papers as they could,
the readers wrote brief comments about what they liked and disliked. These
comments helpeci the ETS researchers understand why readers disagreed.

Durmg the 1960s, the ETS and the CEEB developed ways of training
readers to agree independently on holistic-ar. general impression scores for
student writing, thus solving the seliability problems of direct assessment
(Cooper 1977; Diederich, 1974). For this kind of scoring, readers are
tramed to evaluate each piece of student writing relative to the other pieces

‘rhe set, without consideration of staridards external to the examination
1ts¢1f {Charney, 14%84). Besides ﬁgumm ont how to score the writing
reliably, the testing agencies also determined ways to collect writing samples
in a controlled setting, on assxgned topics, and under timed conditions.
With the practical problems solved and routines for testmg and scoring in
place, the door opened to the current, widespread, large-scale, direct
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assessments of writing (Davis, Scriven, & Thomas, 1987; Diederich, 1974;
Faigley, Cherry, Jolliffe, & Skinner, 1985; Myers, 1980; White, 1985). A
1991 survey by Pelavin Associates shows that 31 states had implemented
some sort of direct assessment of writing performances and another 7 were
developing direct assessments. These figures represent a dramatic shift from
1984, when only 13 states used direct measures.

When direct writing assessments were relatively novel, the profession
breathed a sigh of relief that writing could be tested by having students
write. Diederich’s opening to his 1974 book typified the opinions of the day:

As a test of writing ability, no test is as convincing to teachers of English, to
teachers in other departments, to prospective employers, and to the public as
actual samples of each student’s writing, especially if the writing is done under
test conditions in which one can be sure that each sample is the student’s own
unaided work. (p. 1)

However, Diederich’s words are dated now. With large-scale, direct writing
assessments in widespread use, educators are already raising questions
about their validity, just as they did and continue to do for the indirect
measures provided by multiple-choice tests. First, many tensions center
around the nature of test writing itself. Although controlled and written
under unaided conditions, as Diederich pointed out, such writing has little
function for students other than for them to be evaluated. Second, students
must write on topics they have not selected and may not be interested in.
Further, they are not given sufficient time to engage in the elaborated
processes that are fundamental to how good writers write and to how
writing ideally is taught (Brown, 1986; Lucas, 1988a, 1988b; Simmons,
1990; Witte, Cherry, Meyer, & Trachsel, in press). In short, the writing
conditions are unnatural. Finally, educators often make claims about
writing in general and students’ writing abilities based on cne or perhaps a
few kinds of writing written in one kind of context, the testing setting.
Current debates surrounding the NAEP writing assessment provide
important illustrations of the tensions surrounding most large-scale, direct
writing assessments. The goal of the NAEP assessment is to provide “an
overall portrait of the writing achievement of American students in grades
4, 8, and 117 (1990b, p. 9) as well as to mark changing “trends in writing
achievement” (1986a, p. 6) across the years. The NAEP gathers informa-
tive, persuasive, and imaginative writing samples from students at the three
grade levels. For 8th and 12th graders, the test “is divided into blocks of
approximately 15 minutes each, and each student is administered a booklet
containing three blocks as well as a six-minute block of background
questions common to all students” (1986a, p. 92). During a 15-minute
block, students write on either one or two topics. For 4th graders, the
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blocks last only 10 min (NAEP, 1990a). This means that 4th graders have
had between 5 and 10 min each to produce up to four pieces of writing
during a 30-min test; 8th and 12th graders have had between 7 2 and 15 min
cach to produce up to four pieces during a 45-min test (NAEP, 1990a).

Wntmg researchers and educators have critigued the NAEP, argmng that
it is not valid to make claims-about the writing achievement of our nation’s
schnolduldren given the NAEP testing conditions, especully the short time
students have for writing, and given the w ay the writing is evaluated (e.g.,
see Mellon 1975; Nold, 1981; Silberman, 1989). With respect to the testing

conditions, the authors of the NAEP (19901} caution that:

The samples of writing generated by students in the assessments represent
their ability to produce first-draft writing on demand in a relatively short time
under less than ideal conditions; thus, the guidelines for evaluating task
accomplishment are designed to reflect these constraints and do not require a
finished performance. {p. 7}

Based on the NAEP (1986a) writing data, how confident can we be of the
following claim made in The Writing Report Card, 1984-88: “A major
conclusion to draw from this assessment is that students at all grade levels
are deficient in higher-order thinking skills” (p. 11)? What of their higher
order thinking skills can students possibly reveal in 15 min when writing on
an assigned topic that they have never seen?

In contrast to most testing conditions and consistent with common sense
of how writing can be used to support the development of sophisticated
higher order thlnklng, the pedagogical and research literature in writing
from the past decade shows that higher order thinking occurs when there is
an increased focus on a writing process that includes encouraging students
to take lots of time with their writing, to think deeply and write about issues
in which they feel some investment, and to make use of plentiful response
from both peers and teachers as they revise (Dyson & Freedman, 1991;
Freedman, 1987). Most tightly timed, tesi-type writing goes against current
pedagogical trends. What Mellon (197 5) pointed out about the NAEP some
15 years ago remains true today:

One problem with the NAEP essay exercises, which is also a problem in
classroom teaching, is that the assessors seem to have underestimated the
arduousness of writing as an activity and consequently overestimated the level
of investment that unrewarded and unmotivated students would bring to the
task. After all, the students were asked to write by examiners whom they did
not know. They were told that their teachers would not see their writing, that
it would not influence their marks or academic futures, and presumably that
they would receive no feedback at all on thewr efforts.
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Clearly this arrangement was meant to allay the students’ fears, but its effect
must have been to demotivate them to some degree, though how much is
anyone’s guess. We all know that it is difficult enough to devote a half hour’s
worth of interest and sustained effort to writing externally imposed topics
carrying the promise of teacher approbation and academic marks. But to do
so as a flat favor to a stranger would seem to require more generosity and
dutiful compliance than many young people can summon up.

. . . Answering multiple choice questions without a reward in a mathematics
assessment or a science lesson may be one thing. Giving of the self what one
must give to produce an effective prose discourse, especially if it is required
solely for purposes of measursment and evaluation, is quite another. (p. 34)

The NAEP is beginning to respond to criticisms about the time for the
testing. In 1988, the NAEP gave a subsample of the students twice as much
time on one informative, persuasive, and imaginative topic at each grade
level (20 min for Grade 4 and 30 min for Grades 8 and 12; NAEP, 1990a).
The results show that with increased time all students scored significantly
better on the narrative tasks, and 4th and 12th graders scored significantly
better on the persuasive tasks; only the informative tasks showed no
differences. Most disturbing, the extra time proved more helpful to White
students than to Black or Hispanic students, widening the gaps between
these groups in the assessment results.

For the 1992 assessment, the NAEP was set up to provide more time
across the board:

As a result of both the findings from this study [of the effects of increased
time for writing} and the desire to be responsive to the latest developments in
writing instruction and assessment, the response time will be increased for all
writing tasks administered in the 1992 NAEP assessment. At grade 4, students
will be given 25 minutes to perform each task, and at grades 8 and 12, students
will be given either 25 or 50 minutes. These tasks will be designed to encourage
students to allocate their time across various writing activities from gathering,
analyzing, and organizing their thoughts to communicating them in writing.
(1990a, p. 87)

Providing 25 min or even 50 min for writing on a given topic does not
resolve the basic discrepancy between what the profession argues should be
happening in classrooms and what actually happens in this testing setting.
Furthermore, the findings about Blacks and Hispanics raise a new set of
questions about equity and testing.

To respond to these issues, in 1990 the NAEP collected portfolios of the
writing of fogrth and eighth graders produced as a natural part of writing
instruction. The NAEP’s goal was to explore alternatives to the present
assessment (Gentile, 1992). For this pilot study, teachers were only given
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several days notice thai they were to submit porifolios, and those that
submitted mostly taught in advantaged urban communities. The resulting
student sample, then, was not nationally representative. The findings show
low levels of correlation between the porifolios that were collected and
students’ performance on the NAEP exercise, especially for the eighth
graders, 45% of wham received differenit scores on the NAEP exercise and
their school-based writing. Porifolios also have been collected in 1992,

llowmg NAEP to continue o gather supplementary information for the
main assessmunt and study options for future directions.

It is important {o rememaber that, as the assessment changes the only way
to collect data about trends across time is to keep some tasks parallel. Thus,
for the quie being, 15-min samples are still used for the trend studies, and
conclusmns about trends are based only on samples produced in this 15-min
time span

Another major point of tension in the NAEP centers around the issue of
scoring; To obtain more information than a single holistic score and to
defme Llearly the features of writing being judged, in the mid-1970s the
NAEP developed an additional sconng system, “the Primary Trait Scoring
mcthod” (Lioyd-Jones, 1977, p. 33). Although the criteria for judging
writing holistically emerge from the writing the students do, the goal of
primanr trait scoring is to set spec:fn: criteria for successful writing on a
particular topic ahead of time. The primary trait is determmed and defined
by the test maker ‘who decides what will ‘be essential to wrltmg successfully
on each topic on the test. Traits vary depending on the topics. Tensions
arise because the test makers cannot 4lw.1ys anticipate precisely what
test-takers will do to produce good writing samples on a particular topic.
Also, which trait is pnmary and whether one aspect of writing should be
Iabe]«:d primary is subject to debate.

The gllelmas come across clearly through an analysis of Llayd-Jones’s
(19’]‘?) example of a primary trait scoring rubric. Lloyd-Jones explained that
in ape NAFEP prompt children were to write abouf the Iollowmg “Some
people believe that a woman’s place is in the home. Others do not. Take
ONE side of this issue. Write an essay in which you state your position and
defend it” (p. 60). The directions for scoring this wntmg sample show the
conflicts that are Iikely to emerge between a primary trait-and a holistic
score repreéent:ng the general quality of the student’s writing, According to
the primary trait rubrie, the writing receives a score of 0 if the writer gives
no 1esponse or a fragmented resporise; it receives a 1if the writer d(ms not
take a clear posm(m, takes a position hut gives no reason, restates the btem,
gives and then abandons a position, presents a confused or undefined
position, or gives a pocutmn withont reasons; it receives a 2 if the writer
takes a position and gives one unelabo{ated reason; it.receives a 3 if the
wnter takes a position and gives one elaborated reason, one elaborated
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reason plus one unelaborated reason, or two or three unelaborated reasons;
it receives a 4 if the writer takes a position and gives two or more elaborated
reasons, one elaborated reason plus two or more unelaborated reasons, or
four or more unelaborated reasons.

What happens to the student who does not follow directions to take
“ONE” position on a woman's place but points out the complexity of the
issue, perhaps showing how a woman has many places in the home and out?
This student would receive a score of 1 but may write a substantially better
essay than a student who receives a score of 2, 3, or 4 for taking a side and
providing one or more reasons. In another scenario, a student who gives
one elaborated reason for a score of 3 can write a far better essay than the
student who gives four or more unelaborated reasons and receives a 4.
Although the NAFP still advocates primary trait scoring, the rubrics have
become less specific over the years and therefore less controversial.

Besides these issues of judging elaboration particular to this scoring
rubric, the primary trait score measures only one aspect of writing. By
contrast, a holistic score takes into account the whole piece—including its
fluency, sentence structure, organization, coherence, mechanics, and idea
development. In a study comparing holistic and primary trait scoring, the
NAEP (1986a) found that primary trait scoring does not correlate particu-
larly well with holistic quality judgments; correlations ranged from .38 to

.66 depending on the topic (p. 84). Freedman (1979) found that holistic
scores are based primarily on how well writers develop their ideas and then
organize them; but once writers do a good job at development and
organization, then the rater counts syntax and mechanics. With the more
general primary trait rubrics the NAEP now uses, the effect is that the
primary trait scores factor out mechanics and essentially give a holistic score
on all aspects of the writing except mechanics.

Whereas the NAEP (1986b, 1990b) uses a holistic score, a primary trait
score, and a mechanics score for its trend reports, the NAEP (1986b, 1990a)
uses only primary trait scoring for the reports on the status of writing for a
given year. In the latest status report, the NAEP (1990a) explained, “The
responses were not evaluated for fluency or for grammar, punctuation, and
spelling, but information on these aspects of writing performance is
contained in the writing trend report” (p. 60).

At the state level, the issues in large-scale, direct, writing assessment are
similar to those illustrated by the debates surrounding the NAEP. States
with direct writing assessments face the same challenges as the NAEP, and
several states are meeting the challenges in interesting ways. For example, in
1988 in an effort to increase accountability, the Alaska State School Board
mandated the Iowa Test of Basic Skills for Grades 4, 6, and 8. The Iowa test
contains multiple-choice items in grammar and sentence structure, but the
introduction to the test explicitly says that it is not designed to test writing
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skills. Alaska teachers of writing were well organized through the Alaska
Writing Consortium, an affiliate of the National Writing Project, and had
strong leadership in the state department of Education. Open to the
accountability concerns of the state board and anxious to learn about the
fruits of their classroom efforts, conscrtivm members proposed a direct
er‘ung assessment that would vield information about students” writing
achievement beyond whatever other information the Iowa test may provide.
The state funded an axpenment at the ]ﬂt]vgrade level; in 1989, 12 districts
partlupated voluritarily. The writing was. $eor ed with an-analytic scale, the
third method {healdef, primary trait and lmllﬂtlu scoring} Lhat is commonly
used in large-scale, direct writing: dssessments. The analytic scale offers
more information than a smnrie holistic score but avoids some of the
problems associated with primary trait scoring. The analytic scale differs
from primary traii because the cawgﬂﬁﬁa are generic 1o Q,{}Dd writing
and thus are mdc:pﬁmdem of a given topic. On this scale, ratets give separ-
ate scores on ideas, c}rgamza,ucm, wording, flavor, usage and sentence
structure, pancma*rmn and other mechanics,  spelling, and handwriting
(Dledench 1974}, An analym: scale is used by the International: Association
for the Evaluation of Bducational Achievement studies of written Janguage
(Gorman Purves, & Degenhart, 1988; L%uttb Gorman, & Price, 1987).
Immcaily, although the- analytic scale prijwides a variety of scoreés, it may
not actually give: much more inforimation than a holistic scale. Freedman
(1981] found thai allthe categories except usagé were high}y r:c:rrrelated In
Freedman study spélling and punctucm T were part af 115&;;&: bt sentence
Stl'llu[!ll"b and word choice were ¢ 0115,11, | separate categories.

For the Maaka test, teachers wanted to maintain some cortrol over the
testing conditions while allowing students more natural and comfortable
writing conditions than are nsual for iamewscale* formal assessments. Thus,
students were given:a commion prempt but were allowed two 50-min time
blocks on sepamte daysto complete the writing. For the Adaska experiment,
60 papers from each of the districts were scored - enough wrttmg to provide
a substantial amount of information about student wrltmg beyond what the
state hoard mulﬁ g from the: Towa thigi: they wereusing. In pa.mcular
the direct testing showed that Lnﬂwl e of senience struciure does not
guarasntee gf}ﬂd jdeus. The board alw 1 that difect dﬁsesﬂments were
easy to-administer and cost ef] feotive: 2% districts ot of Alaska’s 54
districts voluntéered -to participate-in‘the. mpmﬂmﬂat.

NEW DIRECTIONS: WRITING PORTFOLIOS

Besides providing information about the status quo, the 1991 Pelavin
Associates survey showed an emerging trend. A small number of states had
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moved to or were developing a new kind of assessment, portfolio ap-
proaches. In writing, portfolios included a variety of types of writing
created in the classroom across a span of time, often as long as 1 year. At
the time of the 1991 survey, the only state with a portfolio assessment in
place for writing was Vermont. Three other states reported being engaged in
developing portfolio assessmerits: California, Delaware, and Rhode Island.
Since then there is evidence that these state-level shifts are continuing. For
example, Kentucky now uses portfolios. Alaska too has been experimenting
with portfolio assessment. Aschbacher (1991} found that Arizona, Connect-
jcut, Maryland, New Mexico, Oregon, and Texas were experimenting with
portfolios and that several states — Arkansas, Nebraska, North Carolina,
Utah, Wisconsin, and Wyoming —expressed interest but did not yet have
formal committees. Calfee and Perfumo (1992) found that Indiana and
Hawaii also are exploring portfolio options.

Calfee and Perfumo (in press) pointed out that, in the area of writing,
portfolic assessment often originates in individual classrooms and some-
times schools and is part of a revolution stimulated by teachers. These shifts
in large-scale testing, as was the case with the 1990 pilot study for the 1992
NAEP, get their impetus from classroom reform. This phenomenon is
notable because it turns the traditional links between large-scale testing and
classroom assessment on their heads. Instead of large-scale testing driving
instruction, changes in instruction and classroom assessment are beginning
to drive large-scale testing. In this way, the portfolio movement provides a
new kind of potential link between large-scale testing and classroom
assessment and teaching. It honors bottom-up reforms. Especially when
teachers are involved in the design of large-scale portfolio testing, this
movement has the potential to stimulate professional dialogues across
varied levels of the system.

In the classroom, portfolios really are not much more than collections of
student writing. They have long been a staple of many informal classroom
assessments marked by careful teacher observation and record keeping
(e.g., anecdotal records and folders of children’s work samples). Through
such techniques, student progress is revealed by patterns in behaviors over
time (British National Writing Project, 1987; Dixon & Stratta, 1986;
Genishi & Dyson, 1984; Graves, 1983; laggar & Smith-Burke, 1985;
Newkirk & Atwell, 1988; PLR, 1988). Using folders as a basis for
discussion, teachers can involve students in the evaluation process
(Burnham, 1986; Graves, 1983; PLR, 1988; Simmons, 1990; Wolf, 1988),
discussing with them their ways of writing and their products, articulating
changes in processes and products over time and across kinds of writing
activities; students ideally are helped to formulate concepts about good
writing, including the variability of good writing across situations and
audiences (Gere & Stevens, 1985; Knoblauch & Brannon, 1984).




38  FREEDMAN

Beyond the uses of portfolios in writing classrooms and for large-scale
testing of wrl‘ung, portfolios are bemg piloted in ‘a number of other
contexts, from mathematlcs assessments to arts assessments to teacher
cert;fig:anou through the National Board for Professional Teaching Stan-
dards. In a discussion of the uses of portfolios to assess teachers, Bird
(1988) conmdered_ the Imphcatmns of horrowmg the. portfolio metaphor
from other professmns {e.g., art, ‘design, and phatography) He argued that
the educauonal uses of portfohos are in need of deﬁmuon. For other
pmfessmns, mcludmg professmnal writing, conventions deﬁne the nature
and coprents ofa partfolm In education 1hew. are-no such conventmns and
so according to Bird, “The botrowed idea of ‘porifolio” must be recon-
structed far its new settmg" {p. 4). Bird's" mncems become partlcularlv
lmpartanr when c‘ﬁﬂStdenng possible large-scale uses of portfolios.

A survey of the literature on wxiung ‘portfolios reveals that most
classroem- based pﬂrtmlw projects lack guidance on several fundamental
fronts: what wntmg is to be milected under what candntmm., for what
purposes, and evaluated in whai ways. Murphy and Smith (19§G) -outlined
a set of ques‘uunza that must be answered by anyone demgnmg a portfolio
pro]ect “Who selects what gc;es into- the pqrtfﬂhe‘*’* “What gow into the
portfchu" » “How. much shﬁuld be mcl- {ed?” “What might be dcme W]ﬂl the
pottfnhas'?" “Who hears abouf the results?™ “What provisions can be made
for revuamg the portfolio prt}gmm‘?” (. 3.

As the fundamentdl nature of the (uestions 1nd1cates, portfolio assess-
ment i3 fmdmg its way-into cla* '001'[1 pragtice well before the concept has
been dcrfmed As Hird (1988 pumted out, the underpmmngs are metaphor-
ical’ more than anai_yﬁc, and most likely “the poteritial of portfolio
procedures depencls as much on the pcnhtmai organizational and profes-
sional $ettmg'= in Whmh Lhey are used as on anything about the procedures
themselves" {p. 23. € dmp (1990} hsted several. essential features that contain
implications for the kmds of writing an ﬂunkmg activities that will have to
accompany portfolios and that will inflnence the professiomal - setting:

muluple samples of classroom wntmg, -preferably collected over a sustained
permd of time; ev;dc*nce of the pracesses and strategies that studenta use in
creatmg at least some of those pmces of writing; ev:dence of the extent to
which studentis are aware of the processes and strategles they use in ‘writing
and of thelr development as writers. {p. 10

Still, the unifying theme is little more than collecting real student work,
including information about students’ processes and their reflections on
their work.

To show the potential links between portfolios used to enrich instruction
and portfolios used for large-scale testing, first [ provide an example of
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several varied uses. Arts PROPEL in Pittsburgh shows how portfolios can
be integrated into a school system to enrich instruction. The PLR (1988) in
Great Britain shows a classroom use that could feed into testing programs;
for the PLR, a national model for collecting portfolios was created by
teachers and then spread into classrooms across the nation to standardize
information gathered about students’ progress in language and literacy
development. Vermont’s portfolio examination shows how a reciprocity can
be built between classroom assessment and large-scale testing. Finally, the
GCSE in Britain offers an example of a high-stakes national exam that
determines graduation from secondary school; the GCSE directs the
curriculum and offers classroom portfolio options for the test in English
language and literature. These varied examples explore the potential for
different kinds of links between classroom assessment and large-scale
testing.

LOCAL PORTFOLIO USE: ARTS PROPEL

Wolf (1988, 1989a, 1989b) wrote about Arts PROPEL, a school-district
portfolio project in art, music, and imaginative writing, designed as a
collaborative with the Pittsburgh public schools, Harvard’s Project Zero,
and the ETS. Arts PROPEL aims eventually to provide “alternatives to
standardized assessment” (Wolf, 1989a, p. 35), but first it is exploring the
portfolio’s impact on teaching and learning and its power to change
educational settings:

Central to this work [the portfolio project] are two aims. The first is to design
ways of evaluating student learning that, while providing information to
teachers and school systems, will also model [the student’s] personal respon-
sibility in questioning and reflecting on one’s own work. The second is to find
ways of capturing growth over time so that students can become informed and
thoughtful assessors of their own histories as learners. (p. 36}

According to Wolf (1989b), teachers in Arts PROPEL are concerned with
the following important questions underlying thoughtful pedagogy, appro-
priate assessment, and professionalized school settings:

» How do you generate samples of work which give a genuine picture of what
Students can do?

* How do you create “three-dimensional” records—not just of production,
but of moments when students reflect or interact with the work of other
writers and artists?

* How do you invite students into the work of assessment so that they learn
life-long lessons about appraising their own work?




40  FREEDMAN

* How could the reading of portfolios turn out to be a situation in which
teachers have the opportunity to talk with one another about what they
value m student work? About the standards they want to sei; mdtwdual
d:_fferences in how students develop, conflicts between converntions end
inventions? (p. 1)

Wolf (l9’89b) quickly pointed out the importance of taking such questions
seriously:

Portfahos are not MAGIC. Just because students put their work into manila
folders or onto tapes there is no guarantee that the assessment that follows is
wise or helpful. The amgnments could be lockstep Students could be asked
to fill out worksheets on reflection. The portfoho could end up contammg a
chronoiogmal sample of short answer tests. Scoring might be nothing more
than individual teachers counting up assignments or taking off points for
using the wrong kind of paper. (p. 1)

Currently, the Arts PROPEL portfolio data are not used for any assessment
purpose beyond classroom teaching and school-level coordination of infor-
mation. However, Wolf’s (1989b) warnings emphasize how dependent this
method of assessment is on good teaching and sound guidance for students
in compllmg the portfolio in the first place.

MOVING TOWARD LARGE-SCALE PORTFOLIO USE
WITH A SCHOOL-BASED EXAMPLE: THE PLR (1988)

This second example of portfolios in classroom use, the PLR, is on a larger
scale than Arts PROPEL. The PLR begins to illustrate how one may begin
to link classroom portfolios and testing goals beyond the classroom. The
PLR was designed to introduce systematlc record keeping about language
growth into all elementary classrooms in Great Britain. The PLR was
written by a committee of teachers and administrators at varied levels and
was piloted in more than 50 schools to refine the final version. For the
PLR, the classroom teacher collects portfolios for three reasons: “to
inform and guide other teachers who do not yet know the child; to inform
the headteacher and others in positions of responsibility about the child’s
work; to provide parents with information and assessment of the child’s
progress” (p. 1). The British argue that all assessment should be formative
and qualitative until the end of secondary school; hence, the PLR is
designed as a qualitative assessment tool, but one that provides specific
directions and standard forms on which to collect and record children’s
language growth.

For the writing portion of the record, teachers are asked to “Record
observations of the child’s development as a writer (including stories
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dictated by the child) across a range of contexts” (PLR, 1988, p. 44).
Teachers are directed to consider:

—the child’s pleasure and interest in writing

—the range and variety of her/his writing across the curriculum

—how independent and confident the child is when writing

—~whether the child gets involved in writing and sustains that involvement
over time

—the child’s willingness to write collaboratively and to share and discuss
her/his writing

—the understanding the child has of written language conventions and the
spelling system (p. 44)

Teachers are also asked to record observations about children’s writing
samples at least “once a term or more frequently” (PLR, 1988, p. 50). In
Britain, the school year is divided into three terms: fall, winter, and
summer. The writers of the PLR noted, “Many schools already collect
examples of children’s writing in folders which become cumulative records”
(p. 50); the method of sampling they suggested “draws on that practice and
allows for the systematic collection and analysis of work” (p. 50). The
writers added “a structured way of looking in depth at particular pieces of
writing” (p. 50). In guiding these structured and in-depth looks at samples
of student work, the writers of the PLR asked for the inclusion of: “1
Context and background information about the writing. . . . 2 Child’s own
response to the writing. . . . 3 Teacher’s response. . . . 4 Development of
spelling and conventions of writing. . . . 5 What this writing shows about
the child’s development as a writer” (pp. 51-52).

The following 6-year-old boy’s writing and the sample PLR (1988) entries
make clear what the PLR contributes:

One day annansi met hare and they went to a tree fooll of food annansi had
tosing a little soing to get the rope and the rope did Not come dawn its self his
mother dropt it dawn and he climb up it hoe towld hare not to tell but at ferst
he did not tall but in a little wille he did.

1
He towlld eliphont and the tottos and the popugin and the caml and they saing
the little soing and dawn came the rope and they all clambd on it and the rope
swuing rawnd and rawnd. and they all screemd and thir screemds wock
Anansi up and he shawtdid to his mother it is not Anansi but robbers cut the
rope. and she cut the rope and anmls fell and the elphent flatnd his fas and the
totos cret his shell and the caml brocka bon in his humpe and pocupin brock
all his pricls. {p. 51}

The teacher wrote first about the context and background of the story:

M. wrote this retelling after listening to the story on a story tape several times.
Probably particularly interested in it because of the Caribbean stories told by
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storytellers who visited recently. Wrote the complete book in one go—took a
whole morning, First draft. (PLR, 1988, p. 51)

The child responded: “Very pleased with it. He has talked a lot about the
story since listening to the tape” (p. 51). ,

The teacher responded: “I was delighted. It’s a very faithful retelling,
revealing much detail and language. It’s also a !engthy narrative for him to
have coped with alone™ (p. 51).

Writing éhout, the student’s developing control of spelling and conven-
tions, the teacher continued: “He has made excellent attemipts at several
unfamiliar words which he has only heard, not read, before. Apart from
vowels in the middle of words he is getting close ta standard spelling” (p.
51).

Finally, regarding his general development, the teacher concluded:

It is the longest thing he’s done and the best in technical terms. He is happy
with retelling and likes o have- this support for his writing, but it would be
nice to see him branching out with a story that is not a retelling soon. (p. 51)

Basically, the PLR (1988) provides a guide to the teacher for commenting
on student’s work and for keeping a running record that can be accessed by
others. The PLR, although more specific than any other writing on
classroom portfolios, remains relatively vague. For example, the following
is the only guidance provided. for the teacher response category of the PLR
(1988): “Is the content interesting? What about the kind of writing—is the
child using this form confidently? And finally, how does this piece strike
you as a reader -—what is your reaction to it?” (p. 52). The PLR also does
not suggest how qualitative comments could be systematically aggregated to
provide information about anything other than individual -development.
The push to create classroom portfolios has great potential for improving
teaching and learning, but the records being kept can only become useful to
large-scale testers when there are ways to make use of the data for
detqrmining how well students can write and how effective our curricufum
is, not just to collect data.

U.8. educators continue to experiment with putting portfolio evaluation
systems in place in 'in'dividual-classrodms and for school-wide assessments.
Calfee and Perfumo (in press) showed that most educators do not worry
about the systems’ wider uses. However, the hope is, as Wolf (198%a) wrote,
that portfolios will replace more traditional forms of large-scale testing.
The standardization of the PLR and the thbqghtfui ways teachers have been

invglved in its development offér possibilities for thinking about linking the
two.



LARGE-SCALE TESTING AND PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENT 43

A STATE TESTING EXAMPLE: VERMONT

Vermont, the first state to use portfolios, is farther along than any other
state in conceptualizing a statewide portfolio testing program. The Vermont
experience shows how testing goals and classroom reform can be coupled
and mutually supported, as well as the difficulties of using portfolios on a
large scale. A draft of the plan, Vermont Writing Assessment: THE
PORTFOLIO (1989), announced:

‘We have devised a plan for a state-wide writing assessment that we think is
humane and that reinforces sound teaching practices. . . . As a community of
learners, we want to discover, enhance and examine good writing in Vermont.
As we design an assessment program, we hope to combine local common
sense with the larger world of ideas . . . and people. . . . We believe that
guiding students as writers is the responsibility of every teacher and admin-
istrator in the school and that members of the public have a right to know the
results of our efforts. (p. 1)

Vermont planned to assess all students in Grades 4 and 8 beginning in
1991-1992 but is facing some obstacles and is moving more siowly. The
assessment had two parts. First, students wrote one piece to an assigned
prompt in 90 min, the Uniform Writing Assessment. Second, with the help
of their classroom teacher, students created a portfolio consisting of a table
of contents; a best piece; a letter to the reviewers explaining the choice of
the best piece and the process for writing it; a poem, short story, play or
personal narration; and a personal response. In addition the fourth graders
wrote one prose piece, and eighth graders wrote three prose pieces (“This
is My Best,” 1990-1991, p. 7). The Uniform Writing Assessment, the
porifolio, and the best piece were each scored with an analytic scale that
captured five dimensions of writing: purpose, organization, details,
voice/tone, and usage/mechanics/grammar (“This is My Best,” 1990-1991,
p.- 3.

The Vermont plan is comprehensive and involves provision for teacher
training for the collection and evaluation of student portfolios (Hewitt,
1991), as well as for a statewide evaluation that takes into account student
writing produced under both natural and testing conditions. The ultimate
goal of this coordinated plan is to provide information about the develop-
ment of individual students, about school programs, and about writing
achievement in the state.

Vermont has had to move more slowly than originally planned. The
headline in an Education Week article by Robert Rothman appearing on
May 20, 1992 read, “Vt Forced To Delay Goal of Expanding Assessment
System.” Although Vermont teachers remain enthusiastic about portfolio
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testing and participation is growing, in 1991 and 1992, not all schoois
managed to complete portfolios for all their students. For this reason, test
results were not reported at the school level. In addition, Vermont depends
on unpa:d teachers to score the portfolms

In Vermom, the difficulties have proven greater in mathematics than in
writmg The success of the portfolio depends on strong classroom support
In wrmng classroom reforms provided the: impetus for moving to portfo-
lios at the state level. However, in mathemauc-s, the tests were designed to
efcht changes in classrooms. Not surprlsmg, there has been aiﬂwer progress
in math. Monica. Nelsou Burlington, Vermont's director of c:urrlculum and
staff developmeént, explamed

that the assessment program demanded changes in math curriculum and
mstrucuon along the lines proposed by the National Council of Teachers of
Mathemat]c s, and that few schools had moved in that direction. By contrast
shc xmted writing mstructlon had been revised a number of years ago.
(Rothman, 1992, p. 21}

A NATIONAL EXAMPLE: THE GCSE IN BRITAIN

A final example of the large-scale use of portfolios is provided by the
national examination that determines whether or not British students at age
16+ (equal to the end of the U.S. 10th-grade) will graduate from secondary
school and receive the equivalent of a U.S. high school diploma. This
British examination is called the GCSE. If students receive high scores on
the GCSE, they may go into a 2-year course, the General Certificate of
Education at Advanced Level, known as A levels. The A level courses
qualify students for entry to universities and other forms of higher
education. Also, some employers demand A levels. Over 60% of British
students do not take A levels but instead leave school at 16+, after taking
the GCSE examination. The GCSE serves a major gatekeeping function in
Great Britain.

For the 1987 GCSE, schools were able to choose the option of
coursework (a portfolio of writing) as the only basis for evaluation. Before
the coursework-only option, students were evaluated solely by their
performance on a terminal examination at the end of the 2-year course.
The terminal examination consisted of impromptu essay questions and
writing prompts, given in a test setting. For the 1994 exam, the British
government has eliminated the 100% coursework option. The 1994
language exam will consist of 20% coursework, 60% terminal examina-
tion, and 20% oral examinations. The literature exam will consist of 30%
coursework and 70% terminal examination. For each terminal examina-
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tion, students will write two papers. The first paper topic will be provided
2 to 3 months prior to the exam date, and the second will be assigned
during the examination. The British government argued that a more
traditional examination forrnat was necessary because it feared that the
1987 changes eroded standards because teachers could help their students
prepare their folders.

The specifications for the GCSE differ slightly according to five different
examining boards in England and Wales. For the GCSE examination,
schools have a choice of affiliating with any one of the five boards, each
with a different examination syllabus (i.e., format and organization for the
examination, as well as the course of study). I show the syllabus from the
Northern Examining Association (NEA) before and after the recent
changes.

For the 1987 coursework-only option, students had to complete 20 pieces
of writing—10 for the English language examination and 10 for the
literature examination; the two examinations were separately assessed. For
each exam, students designated 5 of the 10 pieces to be graded. The writing
in the folder had to fulfill a variety of functions and be written for a variety
of purposes and for different audiences (e.g., report, description, argu-
ment, persuasion, narrative fiction, poems, and respounse to texts), which
was assembled over a 2-year period (usually with the same teacher for both
years of the examination course). The students’ grades were based totally on
the folder’s assessment.

The requirement of 20 pieces with 10 assessed proved too onerous for
most students. Teachers wanted students to have more time to work on each
piece. By 1989, the NEA reduced the exam requirements, asking students to
submit only eight pieces for their exam portfolio, all of which would be
assessed. In addition, students did not have to submit separate folders for
language and literature. If the eight pieces were appropriately diverse,
students would receive two grades for their one portfolio —one for language
and one for literature. At least one of the pieces of writing had to be
completed under controlled conditions. For the controlled piece, all stu-
dents in the school wrote on the same topic under test conditions for usually
2 hr. At each school, teachers devised their own controlled writing topics.
The NEA (1989) offered guidelines for the controlled writing:

[It must] represent the candidate’s own unaided response to given material and
must be done wholly in class. Such assignments should not be preceded by a
directed discussion and the material concerned should not be made available,
or indicated, to the candidates beforehand. (p. 6)

For the GCSE coursework-only option, the assessment of the writing in
the folder was made by the student’s teacher, by a committee of teachers in
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the school, and was checked and standardized nationally. The national
standard settmg for portfolio marking in Britain is done somewhat differ-
ently by the different examining boards, but the general plans are quite
similar. For exampie, for the NEA, representatives from each school who
are teachers and are mvo]ved in the national standard setting met twice-each
vear for trial-marking sessions where they received photaceples of seripts or
portfulms entered by four students the previous year. The portfolios did not
have grades, 50 the teachers decided 1hf~ grade the:y would give if the
candldate was their student. The teachers submit their grades at a school
meetmg where thﬁ portfolios are discussed and a school -grade agreed upon.
Representatives from each school attend a consortium mal—markmg
meeting where portfolios and gradea. are diﬂm}ﬂsed again. A member of the
NEA's T\atmnai Review Board aitends this meeting and esxplmns the grades
the board has given. After this training period, a committee of teachers in
the schocﬂ agrees on grades for ihe coursework folder:, from that schoo] {(at
1east two teachers from the committee have fo agree on the grade}, and then
the folders are sent to-a review panel whese the reviewers evaluate a sample
from each school, If the National Review Board conslstently disagrees With
the evaludtmm from a school, all porifolios from that school are regraded.
The fmal grade for the student is then sent back to the sahﬂoi

The 1mp{}rtant point is that undel this system the atudents examination
grades for language and for literature were based on an evaluation of the set
of pieces in those areas in the folder. As is the case in ‘ﬁfcrmant the portfolio
evaluation consists of a grade given for a group of pleaes and is not derived
from an average of grades on mdmdual pieces. All assessors, including the
Natignal Review Panel, are practicing teachers.

Under the pertfulm—«on]y option, the GCAE was elaborate and standard-
1zed, both in the plan for marking the folders and in the pIdn for collecting
the work that wert m them. The GCUSE shows the cruc1a1 role the teacher
played in the student’s success on a portfolio evaluatmn something
ulnmatelv the govermrient could not accept. Teachers always play this role,
of course but portfolios place the responsibility unequivocably and directly
in the teacher’s lap.

CONCLUSIONS

Arts PROPEL, the PLR, the Vermont plan, and the GCSE illustrate
different ways that portfolio assessment and testing can be used, with the
evaluation designs appropriately varied according to the functions they
fulfill. In both the U.S. and Britain the large-scale standardized uses of
portfolios (the Vermont plan and the GCSE) are running into difficulty. In
both cases, the problems center around difficulties implicit in linking
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classroom assessment to large-scale testing. In the case of Vermont, the
testing program depends on teachers collecting and submitting portfolios;
to get teachers to submit portfolios often requires classroom reform that is
externally supported. Although Vermont has built that support into its
program, the available support is not always sufficient. The NAEP
portfolio study also shows the importance of classroom support. Because
NAEP provided no advance notice to the teachers, portfolios proved
difficult to collect, especially from those teaching in the most challenging
situations.

In the case of the GCSE, the difficulties took on a different cast. The
problems centered around issues of standardization and fears that the
teacher played too much of a role in helping students write the pieces they
submitted in their portfolios. Similarly, Gentile (1992) concluded in her
report of the 1990 NAEP portfolio study,

A major concern about using school-based writing samples to assess students’
performance for school, district, state, or national assessment purposes is that
it is difficult to create the controls necessary to ensure a fair and valid basis of
comparison. (p. 68)

NAEP officials also were concerned about interfering with instruction
because instruction is part of what NAEP sets out to test.

Among teachers who are developing portfolios in their classrooms, the
issues are different still. Calfee and Perfumo (in press) explained:

(a) teachers who have enlisted in the portfolio movement convey an intense
commitment and personal renewal; (b) the technical foundations for portfolio
assessment appear infirm and inconsistent at all levels; and (c) portfolio
practice at the school and teacher level shies away from standards and grades,
toward narrative and descriptive reporting.

For these reasons, the fit between the classroom teacher and the tester, even
when portfolios are used by both, is uneven.

Portfolios do, however, fit naturally with good writing instruction and
are a potential tool for thoughtful classroom assessment. And portfolios
can be used for large-scale testing. The challenge is to make the links. These
links between the classroom and the large-scale tester will have to be
different from the links usually suggested. For example, Cole (1987)
assumed that the assessor is the prime wielder of influence. Given that
assumption, she worried that the goals of the teacher and the tester are so
disparate that links are impossible; teachers are concerned with instruction,
testers with policy and accountability. What she failed to consider is the role
that reforms in instruction can play in pushing new kinds of assessment.
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Given all the complexities, from the points of view of the tester and the
classroom assessor, the hope for linking large-scale testing and classroom
assessiient will have to lie in a reciprocal relationship. Testers cannot
mainiain the role of IR’S agents, and teachers cannot maintain the role of
the audited. Calfee and Perfumo (in pressy suggesied that if teachers would
work together to provide summary judgments of classroom portfolios, then
panels could be formed (like the British do for the GCSE) to check
individual teachers’ judgments and to aggregate the results for testing uses.
In this way, classroom portfolios could stimulate and support iesting
portfolios. In turn, to work together with teachers, testers will have to relax
their fears that classroom teachers may in some way contaminate test data
collected as a nat‘uraj'part of instruction; after all, it is the teachers® job to
influence what students produce. In Vermont, testers, working together
with teachers, have benefitted from the ¢lassroom portfolio movement and
have shown ways that testers can stimulate further classroom reform, But
the Vermont experience has also shown the siowness and complexity of the
process. Both-testers-and teachers will have to recognize that the process will
be complex and the results of reciprocal relationships will not be immediate.
Both teacher and iester will need to enter the dialogue in ways that can be
produective for both parties.
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