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Implementing portfolio assessment in grade four

Abstract

Writing is a process. To assess this process, it needs to be described through qualitative techniques. One of
these techniques is portfolio collection: Writing - . exhibits, collected over time, can facilitate students' self-
reflections on their writing activity, interests, progress, and instructional needs. Such a collection is also
valuable evidence for teachers in planning and maintaining their language programs and in reporting to
caregivers.

This project involved the implementation of portfolio assessment in grade four by a first-year teacher. Through
portfolio collection, the teacher as well as the students received much information that promoted writing and
led to much interest in the process.
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- Abstract

Writing is a process. To assess this process, it needs to be described through
qualitative techniques. One of these techniques is portfolio collection. Writing -
exhibits, collected over time, can facilitate students' self-reflections on their writing
activity, interests, progress, and instructional needs. Such a collection is.also valuable
evidence for teachers in planning and maintaining their language programs and in:-
reporting to caregivers.

This project involved the implementation of portfolio assessment in grade four
by a first-year teacher. Through portfolio collection, the teacher as well as the students

received much information that promoted writing and led to much interest in the process.
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Writing is a process through which humans create meaning (Graves, 1994). The
assessment of the writing needs to focus on the description of the writers' involvement
in this process through qualitative techniques. Portfolio assessment is one of these
qualitative techniques that can be iniplemented This assessment technique is being used
more frequently as educators search for ways to better document students progress and
1nstruct10nal needs (Tlemey, Carter & Desai, 1991)

| Value of Portfolios in Assessing Children's Writing

Portfolio assessment of children's writing involves collecting their writing samples
over time as evidence of their progress, interests, and instructional needs (Valencia,
1990; Tierney, et al, 1991). A portfolio is more than a repository of work waiting to be
graded; itisa dynamic entity thatreﬂects ongoing progress (Leu & Kinzier, 1999). The
ownershlp of portfolios must belong to 1nd1v1dual children. As a result of this
ownershrp, chrldren can honestly reﬂect on the1r emerging wntmg ability (Graves, 1994).

| Implementatlon of Wntmg Portfolios

Two types of portfollos worklng and showcase can be part of the assessment process.
The working portfoho contams the ongo1ng collectlon of writing exhibits representing the
mstructronal program and the students' progress and 1nstmct10nal needs. During the
school year students with the1r teachers can collaborate durrng scheduled conferences to
develop thelr portfollos Various types of wntrng from across the curriculum can be
1ncluded At the end of the school year, exhibits representat1ve of the year's writing
act1v1ty can be selected by the chlldren for their showcase portfollos that are sent on to the
next year (Vavrus, 1990). |

The student-teacher conference is 1mportant to the success of portfollo collection.

The teacher can offer valuable support to students as they reflect on the1r progress and
mstructlonal needs The teacher can assist each Chlld in setting realistic goals working
to reallze these goals, assessmg the prooress and then setting further goals (Frank,

1994 Galda Cullinan, &Stnckland 1997)



The writing portfolio is a valuable assessment technique in fostering positive home-
school relationships. Portfolios offer concrete evidence of the school's instructional
program and the children's writing activlty, progress, and instructional neegls; Then,
parents have a better understandlng of the school curriculum and classroom goals as well
as their children's wn'ting responses (Hart, 1994).

Portfolio Implementation in a Writing Program in Grade Four

My pos1tlon inan elementary school is that of Cumculum Specialist. I am
respon31ble for prov1d1ng organlzatlonal and 1nstruct1ona1 leadership to the classroom
teachers and pamprofess1onals in collaborat1on w1th the principal.

Most of the students in the school are from low socio-economic backgrounds. These
children donot perform well on standardizedtests, so I explored other avenues of
assessment. Also, I took into consideration that writing is a process so qualitative
techniques need to be used to describe student growth.

In the wn'ting program, the children are encouraged to write about their experiences.
Such an approach free chlldren to express themselves. Most of the children were eager
to write. As the school year progressed the children's writing folders began to contain
many pieces.

In this paper, I will report the implementation of portfolio assessment into a writing
program in grade4 by a ﬁrst-year teacher. I served as her mentor.

At the beginning of the year, each fourth grader was given a folder to store daily
writing projects As an introduction to portfolio collection, a high school student was
invited to share his writing portfoho w1th the class. Also, wntmg portfolios of other
elementary school chrldren were shown. Th1s sharing created student interest in
portfolios. The teacher distributed a large folder to each child for a portfolio. It was

to be housed in a file cabinet in the classroom and assessible at all times‘bythe students.



In scheduled conferences throughout the year, the children could select two to three
writing pieces that represented their interests, efforts, growth, or the school program for
their portfolios.  The children were to add labels to the selected pieces giving this
information: the name of child, the date of selection, the typ'ek()f piece, the reason for
selection, and the goal(s) for future writing. The major function of the teacher in the
portfolio conference was that of a listener as the children reflected on their choices for
writing exhibits and set goals for further involvement in the writing process.

-1 encouraged the teacher to introduce portfolios to the parents at the beginning of the
school year. The parent letter was sent home with each child (see Appendix A).

To assist children in feeling comfortable in selecting portfolio exhibits, the teacher
and I demonstrated the selection of exhibits in a conference. These suggestions for
selecting exhibits were posted for the class to use as guides:

1. T'enjoyed writing this story.

2. I had a lot to say about this topic.

" 3. The story séunds good.
- 4. The piece is about something we leamned in class.
* -5, This piece was easy to write."
- Three children's writing was closely followed during this implementation phase.
Their pieces from the conferences held in September, January, March, and May are
analyzed by the Batzle rubric (1992). This rubric is presented in‘Appendix B.
Student A -

Student:A was a bright energetic girl who enjoyed school and learning experiences.
Her parents were supportive of the school program. - -

During the first few weeks of school as the writing process was being taught, and

the writers workshop was introduced, she was excited about writing. She needed



some support in selecting topics at first. The pieces that Student A selected for her
portfolio conferences are presented in Appendix C.

September Conference

For the first conference, at the end of September, Student A chose a story entitled
"Best Friend." She said that she chose this piece because it was about her best friend.
She had put a great deal of time into this selection and was proud of it. As she and the
teacher looked through the story, they noticed that she had many run-on sentences,
and she could have developed her ideas more extensively. Her pieces had few
misspellings.- The girl chose goals for the future: To avoid run-on sentences, to add
more details in her writing so the audience could understand more clearly her ideas, and
to use neater cursive writing. The teacher engaged her in a mini-lesson on sentence
construction.

Both parents attended the scheduled fall parent-teacher conference that was held
the following week after the first portfolio collection conference. They were excited
about the writing pfogram in the classroom and wanted to know how they could support
her writing at home. The teacher suggested that their child could keep a personal
journal that recorded family events and that they could encourage her to share her
pieces from her school writing folder at home.

January Conference

In January, Student A chose a story entitled "The King Witches," which told of
the adventures of her and her mother as witches. The story showed more elaboration
of details and better sentence structure, which she had set as her goals in the September
conference. The next goals set by the student was to continue to provide more details

and to attend sentence structure.’



March Conference

For the March conference, Student A chose a piece called "Holiday Fun," which
was about Christmas at her grandmother's home. This story was well developed and
attention was given to form elements.

Parent-teacher conferences were held at the end of March. The teacher/shared the
child's exhibits in her portfolio as evidence of her progress in writing. Student A's parents
were impressed with their daughter's portfolio.  They related that she had started a personal
journal at home.

May Conference

Student A through her portfolio collection could realize her progress in developing
as a writer. Her last selection was entitled "Queen," which focused on her dog who
had been hit by a car and died as a result. This incident hurt Student A deeply.-She
wrote with emotion and developed her story quite thoroughly. The girl shared this
piece at the Mother's Day Tea. Her parents attended the tea. They were impressed
with their child's shbwcase portfolio and said that their child spends much time at home
writing and sharing her writing with relatives. Her mother believed that the sharing at
conference times gave her parents insight into their child's progress.

- Student A was a strong writer for a fourth grader. Student A was able to grasp new
ideas and took suggestions to make progress in writing. Her final products were well
written and neat. Student A developed a love for writing that carried over to home.

Student B

Student B was a girl that was working below grade level at the beginning of the year.

She frequently appeared angry. She lived with her mother who had not been an active

participant in her child's educational life.



September Conference

Student B, for the first conference, selected a story titled "Daddy Come Home,"
which was about her father and how he left her family when she was very young.
Student B said she chose this piece because she misses her father. The piece showed
much about her feelings for her family. The story contained many misspelled words and
fragmented sentences. She used capitalization accurately but no punctuation. The
pieces that Student B selected for her portfolio are in Appendix D. -

During the first conference Student B said she hated to write. Someone was always
telling her what to write. It was boring to her, and she was not good at writing. The
teacher assured that she could:select subjects of interest to her this year. It was apparent
to the teacher that this student needed much support in developing her writing ability and
self concept.

The girl said that she wanted to write personal stories. 'She was assisted in setting
the goals of writing complete sentences and using correct punctuation.

Student B's mother did not attend the first conference. The school made several
unsuccessful attemp’ts-to,reach the mother by phone.

January Conference

The girl selected for an exhibit a story entitled "The Shot." She said she chose the
story because her cousin was shot in a drive by shooting. Her cousin was trying to
make it to their house when he got shot. This incident was extremely traumatic for her.
During the conference, Student B commented that she did not think she had achieved
the goal she had set for her writing in September because so many things were going on
in her head. She just wanted to get them down on paper. The teacher assured the
student that her goal could be worked on in the next months. The teacher emphasized

to her that content is the most important aspect of writing; form elements were



secondary. The child responded by smiling. The teacher encouraged Student B to
experiment with other types of writing.

March Conference

In March, Student B selected a story entitled "Running Wild." This story was about
dogs that got loose and started running the city. This piece was not as well developed as
the two previous selections. The characters were not developed; it did not have a smooth
sequence of events. Student B believed that this story was her best, but she said that she
was not comfortable writing fiction. Then, she contradicted herself: She said, "I still don't
like writing and this story is stupid." Then, she threw her paper on the floor and left the
room crying. Later that day after talking with the counselor, the teacher discovered that
the child's mother was in jail and that;the child was in the care of her aunt. The conference
was continued the next day, at which time, she apologized for her behavior. She said
writing makes her feel good sometimes: She prefers to write about personal topics. The
teacher assured her that she could choose the topics for her writing.

No family attended the spring conference for Student B. She was still living with
her aunt and contact. could not be made with her.

May Conference

For the exhibit during this conference, the child chose a story, "My Mom." The
story was about her mother going to jail and leaving the family. She said she chose
the piece because she tried her very best in writing it. She stated, "I watched my
sentences, and punctuation. I really tried hard, and I wrote a lot."

During the conference, the student showed pride in her story. She included much
detail, her sentence structure was much better, and she paid close attention to punctuation.
For Student B, writing about her feelings was important. It made her feel better and
released some of her anger. In the end, she believed that writing allowed her to write

about the things important to her. Student B made a great deal of progress with her



writing this year. She grew as a writer and a person. Being able to put her emotions
on paper was an avenue she used to help her cope with her problems. -

No family member attended the May Tea. Student B asked the teacher if she would
be her mother for the tea. At the tea, the child proudly shared the selections in her-
showcase portfolio. She said that the next time she sees her mother the sharing of her
portfdlio is at the top of her list. Student B thought her mother would especially enjoy
the piece entitled "My Mom."

Student C

Student C was a boy working at grade level at the beginning of the year. He was an
avid reader and an excellent mathematician.” Writing was not one of his strengths. He
struggled with developing content but had an extensive vocabulary. Student C's
selections are located in Appendix E.

September Conference

Student C chose a piece written about Michael Jordan for his first portfolio selection.
His reason for choosing this piece was that Michael Jordan is his hero and model for his
life. Student C remarked that writing this story was easy because he knew much about
Michael Jordan. Student C developed an excellent piece.

During the portfolio conference, Student C was pleased with his form element
accuracy and the length of his paper. He believed that one of his strengths is writing
about topics that he cares about. In his story, he evidenced knowledge of sentence
structure, spelling, and punctuation. Student C set the goal of adding more details to
his stories.

Student C's mother attended the fall parent-teacher conference. She related that

her son was excited about writing. He always is reading and wrote a great deal at home.



January Conference

For this eonference, Student C chose a story entitled "The Day I Met Michael Jordan."
He chose this piece for the same reason he chese the f irst piece in September: His
admiration for the athlete. He stated, "Whenxl vwrite about Jordan, I always do my best."
The story was a fictional aeeoﬁnt about how he met Michael Jordan.

Student C's story was well developed with stii)portihg details. The teacher suggested
that Student C might explore other fopics and types‘of Writing. He mi ghtb try writing
abouf an event other tﬁan sports. Student C set this as his goal for the next peﬁod.

Mareh Conference

Student C selected a story entitled "Good Times," which was about his family and
their loving relationship. Student C was proud of this piece of work and said he chose
it because his family is important to him. He said, "Mom will cry when I show her
this one."

During the spring parent-teacher conference, Student C's mother was beaming with
pride as she reviewed her son's writing portfolio. She said her son has always done
well in school, but he appears to enjoy it more this year because of his writing activity.
May Conference

During the May conference, Student C selected an account of some special moments
at school. The selection was entitled "A Good Year." He said he chose this story
because it would make the teacher happy. Student C believed he had learned many
things this year to make him a better student and writer. Writing had become one of
his best subject areas. Student C recognized that he had developed more complete

stories with supporting details.
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Student C's mother attended the Mothé;f'é Déy'Tea. Again, she thanked the teacher

for encouraging her son to write. Shealso cried after féziainé "Good Times."
" Conclusions”

As a first-year teacher, writing portfolio collection as a qualitative assessment
technique has made me a better teacher and my students better writers. Using the
writers workshop and maintaining writing portfolios has' made a difference in my class.
Much improvement has been seen in the students' interest and abilities in writing.
Portfolios encouraged self-reflection in surveying their writing progress and. .
instructional needs. Many parents expressed appreciation of the wntmg program with

portfolio assessment.
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Appendix A

Augqust 1999
‘Dear Parents,

As a part of the writing experience and instruction in our classroom,
students will soon be creating individual Writing Portfolios. They have
just begun to learn about what portfolios are. We have looked at
several esamples of professional portfolios used to show the work or
abilities of a writher, an architect, a designer and a photographer.
We’ve discussed the concept of creating and using portfolios in our
own classroom. Together, the students and | have decided to use
Writing Portfolios to help students improve their writing and to
involve students in the processes of evaluating their own writing
achievement and growth.

At this time, we are just beginning the first steps towards our
Writing Portfolio to collect all kinds of work related to writing. This
means that not all of the writing samples your child generates will be
coming home. Many will be saved in the Working Portfolio by the
student or by me. You too may recommend a piece of writing be kept
in the Working Portfolio. ’

For the next several weeks, we will be doing lots of writing and
saving. The students will also be learning how to reflect on and
evaluate their own writing. Later on, students will be ready to select
samples to move into their writing Portfolios. When these showcase
portfolios are ready, students will be sharing them with you a'ﬂd
asking you to respond to them. "

For now, you can help by encouraging your child to bring to school for
including in the Working Portfolios any special pieces of writing done
at home, favorite pieces of literature, or any ideas or treasures that
might motivate writing. We’ll keep you posted on our Writing
Portfolio progress!

Sincerely,
Mrs. Browder



Appendix B

14

; oo . 61
Evaluating Writing Pieces
Ideas Qrganization Word Choice *Sentence *Mechanics
Structure .
Fresh, ofiglinal ldeas connected Wide vadety used Clearty wikten *Appropdate oc
Focuses on topic Strong beginning, Consistert and Compiete sentences acceptable:
Supporting detaits middle, end appropriate usage Variety of sentence - spelling
Sequenced and logical | Words "enhance” idees | length - capitatization
- punctuation
Some original Ideas Mast Ideas connected Some vasiety Mcst sentences clearty Some emors in
Generaf focus on topic Goad beginning, Mostly consistert and vritten - spelling
Most supporting detalts | middle, end . appropriate Simple sentences - capitalization
included Most Ideas sequenced Words generally Some variety of length - punctuation
& fogleal ~ suppoct Idéds -
Few odginal Ideas 1" Some Ideas connected Common word cholce Some unclear sentences | Several erors in
Maoves away from focus | Attempts beginning, Some appropriats word Runon, fragmented, - spelling
Few supporting detalts middle, end cholces sentences ’ - capitaization
Na&t atways sequenced Uttle use of descriptive Uttle variety - punctuation
& logical wocds :
Incomptete ideas Few ldeas connected Umited word cholce Sentences nct clear Many ermors in
Unfocused Lacks beginning, Inappropriate word Frequent fragmented - speliing
Lacks detalls . middla, end choices sentences - capitallzation
' Littfe sequence & logic No attempt at No variety - punctuation
o descriptive words
Na attemiX e o attempt No attempt No attemgt No attempt
“May vary depending Upon which draft K ks of the child’s writing /,/

(Rubric adapted from Batzel, J. (1992). Portfolio assessment and evaluation. Cypress; CA:

Creative Teaching Press, 53.)




September 1999

Appendix C
Student A’s Portfolio Exhibits
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Appendix C
Student A’s Portfolio Exhibits
January 2000
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Appendix C
Student A’s Portfolio Exhibits
March 2000
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Appendix D

Student B’s Portfolio Exhibits

September 1999
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Appendix D
Student B’s Portfolio Exhibits

January 2000
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Appendix D

Student B’s Portfolio Exhibits

Maxch 2000
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Appendix D
Student B’s Portfolio Exhibits

May 2000
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< Appendix E
Student C’s Portfolio Exhibits

o September 1999
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: Appendix E

Student C’s Portfolio Exhibits

January 2000
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Appendix E
Student C’s Portfolio Exhibits
March 2000
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