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ABSTRACT

Portfolio assessment is an alternative form of assessment
that is particularly attractive to adult, career, and vocational educators
because it includes the assessment of active learning and performance rather

than the mere recall of memorized facts. Portfolio assessment serves the
interests of business and industry by forging a connection between activities
in the c¢lassroom and in the workplace. With education's increasing focus on
performance standards and student-centered classrooms, portfolios have become
more than repositories of work samples. Portfolio assessment is well suited
to integrated curricula. When portfolioc criteria are linked to the curriculum
and give students clear expectations of wh t is required, they are an
effective toel for helping students see gaps in their learning, identify
strategies supporting learning, set goals, and see change and development
over time. Portfolics offer the additional benefit of involving students in
the assessment process, and they orfer teachers a way of motivating students,
which is being recognized as a critical function of assessment. Some of the
main issues regarding cthe difficulty of using portfolioc assessment are
related to reliability (specifically, problems in scoring and competency
interpretation). (Contains 19 annotated references.) (MN)
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by Bettine Lankard Brown

Portfolio Assessment:

Cilearinghouse on Adull,

Career, and Vocationsl Education

Missing Link in Student Evaluation

Portfolio assessment is an alternative form of assessment that is
particularly attractive to adult, career, and vocational educators
because it includes the assessment of active learning and
performance rather than the mere recall of memorized facts. It
serves the interests of business and industry as well by forging 2
connection between activines in the classroom and the world
beyond school. The successful achievement of these anticipated
outcomes, however, depends upon the purposes, practices, and
structures that guide implementation of this new form of
assessment. This Alert reviews the current trends in portfolio
assessment and examines the issues that guide its use as a tool for
evaluating student leamning. )

. Portfolios were introduced initially as a way for artists, graphic
designers, and other such professionals to show evidence of their
work, illustrating their skill at applying knowledge to practice
With education’s increasing focus on performance standards and
student-centered classrooms, the portfolio has become more than
a repository of work samples. As an assessment tool, the portfolio
must reflect both the “breadth of study envisaged by the
curriculum and the quality of work that students are expected to

produce” (Borthwick 1995, p. 25).

Portfolio assessment extends the basis of assessment beyond the
“conventional” or multiple-choice category to the “zlternative”
assessment of active learning based on clearly defined standards
(Willis 1996). The appeal of portfolio assessment is its response
to integrated curriculum. For example, the portfolio contents
may include examples, reviews, and other demonstrations of
students’ vocational skills as well as academic achievements
evidenced through multiple types of assessment, e.g., perfor-
mance, process, and product assessments. It offers teachers “vital
information for diagnosing students’ strengths and weaknesses to
help them improve thei: performance” (Borthwick 1995, p. 24).
When portfolio criteria are linked to the curriculum and give
students clear expectations of what is required, they are an
effective tool for helping students “see gaps in their learning,
determine strategies that support their learning, celebrate risk
taking and inquiry, set goals for future experiences, and see

change and development over time" (Porter and Cleland 1995,
p. 23).

Portfolios offer the additional benefit of involving students in the
assessment process. Portfolio assessment is not teacher driven as
is common in conventional assessments. In keeping with the
twrend toward student-centered classrooms, portfolio assessment
is a shared responsibility. It requires the involvement of students,
parents, and employers, as well as teachers, in establishing the
assessment standards, criteria, and content of the portfolin. It
affords students the opportunity to manage and monitor their
learning, document their progress and achievements over time,
articulate their achievement levels, and, more important,
experience success.

Portfolio assessment offers teachers a way of motivating students,
which is being recognized as a critical function. of assessment. “A
good assessment model support students’ desire to learn, rather
than imposing a set of demands and expectations on them, which
will blight their intrinsic motivation” (Willis 1996). Portfolio

assessment motivates learning when it engages students in active
learning and gives students some control over what and how they
learn and how their performance will be assessed. A recognized
value of portfolic assessment is that it can accommodate the
diverse learning patterns of all students and enable each of them
1o realize and experience success {Caine and Caine 1990).

Some of the main issues regarding the difficulty of using of
portfolio assessment are related to reliability (Stecher et al.
1996). Problems in scoring emerge when the portfolios contain
different pieces and have diverse purposes. Lack of standardizarion
in the way portfolio entries are produced and the amount of
assistance students received present another assessment probiem.
Competency interpretation poses another problem of portfolio
assessment in that “portfolios constructed of ‘best pieces' may not
reflect sustainable levels of performance under normal condi-
tions” (Stecher et al. 1996, p. 60). Also of significance is that
teachers may not be equipped to conduct effective portfolio
assessments without staff development training and time to col-
laborate with other instructors to develop portfolio rating criteria.

The technical and practical issues of performance assessment are
a continual challenge to educators. The annotated bibliography
that follows provides sources for additional information about
portfolio assessment and its use in adult, career, and vocational
education.
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Gillespie, C. et al. “Portfolio Assessment: Some Questions, Some
- Answers, Some Recommendations.” Journal of Adolescent and
Adult Literacy 39, no. 6 (March 1996): 480.491.
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¢.p., assessments using performance tests and documentation of
performance through career passports and portfolios. Emphasizes the
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Paper presented at the annual meeting of the National Council on
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scores that are of sufficient reliability and validity that they can be used
for decisions at the student level. Includes a description of the efforts.

Redman, W. Portfolios for Development: A Guide for Trainers and
Managess. East Brunswick, NJ: Nichols Publishing, 1994. (ED
394 059)
Describes the use of portfolios as a way demonstrate competence and
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Stecher, B. et sl. Using Alternative Assessments in Vocational
o ion. Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 1996. (ED 400
465).
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mena alternatives and the primary purpose served by each type, the
conditions that are creating pressure for alternative methods of assess-
ment among vocational education, the range of assessment methods,
the quality and feasibility of altemative assessments, the factors influ-
encing aseessment choice and examples of the kinds of assessment
decisions confronting vocational educators.

Wiliis, S. “On the Cutring Edge of Assessment: Testing What Students
?939:16)[30 \_;'ith Knowledge." Educational Usndate 38, no. 4 (June
: 4.7,
Challenges educators to consider student motivation to leam as the goal
for schooling and to focus student assessment on practices that will
provide students with information to fuel their interest in further
learning.

Wolfe, E. A Report on the Reliability of Large-Scale Portfolio
nt for Language Auts, Mathematics, and Science.” Paper
presented at the annual meeting of the National Council on
Measurement in Education, New York, April 1996. (ED 399 285)
Presents the results of studies on inter-rater reliability with large-scale
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