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Abstract 
Portfolio as a collection of  artifacts has been employed for a long time in different creative professions as one way to
display one’s talents, competences, and accomplishments for career advancement and social recognition. In
second/foreign language education, portfolio has been enthusiastically received by classroom teachers as an
alternative to the traditional testing characterized as formalized, time-restricted, one-shot, and inauthentic. This
paper provides a critical review of  the literature on portfolio assessment and offers an example of  how it can be
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portfolios for different purposes, particularly in the realm of  education (Brown, 2005). If  one
looks up “portfolio” in the Merriam-Webster dictionary

http://Merriam-webster.com/dictionary/portfolio
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tools. It is more than a matter of  form or format.” Therefore, it is more meaningful to explore PA
in practice by examining its benefits and drawbacks at different levels of  implementation.

Benefits and Drawbacks: Portfolio Assessment in Practice
A number of  scholars have reviewed related literature and surveyed the benefits and drawbacks
of  PA (Brown & Hudson, 1998; Fox, 2008; Hung & Huang, 2012; Yin, 2013). For instance,
Brown and Hudson (1998) identified the advantages of  PA and assembled them into three main
categories including: (a) enhancing student learning; (b) informing teachers; and (c) facilitating
the assessment process. They also discerned five common disadvantages of  PA in terms of  design
decision, logistics, interpretation, reliability and validity. Yin (2013), drawing on the recent
empirical studies, validates the benefits of  PA with the claim they do the following: (a) antagonize
traditional tests and correspond to curriculum goals; (b) enhance language abilities, particularly
writing skills; (c) augment students’ self-reflection, autonomy, metacognition, and motivation. She
points out the challenges of  PA and characterizes the reality of  PA implementation by
elaborating the macro and micro level decisions for teachers and stakeholders. Additionally,
Hung and Huang (2012) add that the most cited benefits of  PA are its tendencies to cultivate a
sense of  authorship or ownership and a sense of  community. In terms of  PA weaknesses, their
main concerns are still with logistical, reliability, and validity issues.  

Brown (2003) dedicated a single chapter in his book to discuss the principles of  language
assessment. Five central issues in language measurement literature were included as fundamental
for his discussion, including authenticity, washback, practicality, reliability and validity (chapter 2,
pp. 19-41). Speaking on alternatives in assessment (chapter 10, pp. 251-280), he presented the
dilemma which teaching professionals often encounter when they, on the one hand, desire to
increase the positive washback and authenticity of  more open-ended, contextualized, criterion-
referenced assessment, while, on the other hand, want to ensure reliability and practicality.
Correspondingly, the dilemma manifests both the benefits and drawbacks of  PA. 

Two main benefits of  PA are authenticity and positive washback. Authenticity refers to
the natural, contextualized, meaningful, and real-world qualities of  language assessment (Brown,
2003). Authenticity can be seen as both the ends and the means of  PA. In fact, Fox (2008) notes
that some scholars even “equate authenticity in alternative assessment with both reliability and
validity” (p. 101). Burner (2014) in his systematic review of  the potential benefits of  PA on
ESL/EFL writing devotes an entire section to authenticity. PA, according to Burner, (a) creates
opportunities for authentic and sophisticated language use; (b) responds to the multifaceted
nature of  language/ multi-domain learning; (c) generates anxiety-free effects from time-
constrained tests and exams; (d) increases students’ motivation and time-on-task; (e) promotes
interaction in and out classroom; and (f) facilitates communication and sharing of  texts online,
enhancing ecological validity. Similarly, PA has been reported to have positive effects on both
teaching and learning. Nunes (2004) employed portfolios as one way to dialogue with her



Hawaiʻi Pacific University TESOL Working Paper Series

formative assessment, on student motivation, learning, and achievement among 168 first-year
French and Spanish classes. They found that LinguaFolio promoted intrinsic motivation,
increased task-value, and catalyzed more accurate self-assessment of  learning. 

However, there are also many challenges in PA implementation, particularly its
practicality and reliability. Regarding practicality, which can be anatomized into time, cost, effort
and administration, PA is often criticized for drawbacks in each of  these dimensions. It is
reported that the implementation of  PA is time-consuming and demanding for teachers and
challenging for students. Lo (2010) writes in her action research article that she had to give
feedback and responses to students’ work and to meet overloaded expectations from the
administration:  

The reading and grading load was enormous, as was that of  answering students’
questions. For questions I could not answer, I had to spend time locating answers
as well. (p. 86)
Despite the greatly reduced number of  questions, the reading and grading load
was still very heavy. To meet the administration’s deadline for submitting final
grades, I was forced to write short comments and had no time to correct
grammatical errors. The six entries I had insisted on to establish the habit of
reading newspapers had become a massive burden for me. (p. 87)

Moreover, the artifacts students complied for the portfolio were varied and difficult to
grade consistently. Like reliability, validity is one of  the most important and controversial issues in
language assessment and portfolio assessment. Reliability is “precondition for validity” (Brown,
2005, p. 220), that is, the assessment must be reliable to be valid. Nevertheless, meeting reliability
demands for PA is not impossible. In one empirical study, the reliability of  PA was confirmed, as
Song and August (2002) concluded: “when carefully conducted with clear evaluation standards,
PA can be relied upon as a basis for making judgments about the writing proficiency of  ESL
students” (p. 63). Additionally, Barootchi and Keshavarz (2002) probed the correlation of  PA and
teacher-generated tests among 60 Iranian 16-year-old female high-school sophomores and found
that “the portfolio assessment scores correlate, to a reasonable degree, with those of  the
achievement test” (p. 284). Despite the questionability of  the instruments (the fact that they were
teacher-made tests and the manners in which portfolios were assessed) in this report, consistency
in PA can be reached with carefully planned implementation. The issue of  PA validity has been
gradually addressed. Mai, Nguyen, and Griffin (2011) are among the first researchers to study
and affirm the validity for portfolio writing assessment in a long-term project. They worked with
a group of  teachers and students from a research-based institution in Vietnam to develop the
assessment criteria for PA. Strictly following the instrument development procedures (drafting,
panelling, piloting, trialling, and finalizing), the researchers reviewed the literature in second
language writing and portfolio assessment, and then incorporated the local teachers’ expertise to
validate the construct. As a result of  the first two stages, a portfolio writing assessment instrument
of  two domains, six capabilities, 36 indicators, and 138 criteria was designed which was both
theory-driven and context-relevant. The authors concluded that “designing an empirical
instrument for a formal assessment of  portfolios is a feasible task for concerned researchers and
teachers” (p. 175).

94
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Discussion
The central issue of  any testing and assessment activity is validity. Traditionally, validity was
treated as a composite of  different types, including criterion, content, and construct (Cronbach &
Meehl, 1955). However, this treatment could be misleading if  one believed that one type of
validity can compensate for the others. Messick (1989) proposed a unitary view of  validity by
taking it out of  tests and focusing more on test interpretations and uses. He elucidated that
“validity is an integrated evaluative judgment of  the degree to which empirical evidence and
theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions based on test
scores or other modes of  assessment” (p. 5) (author emphasis). According to this view, the concept
of  inherently valid assessment is fictitious and myopic (cf. Brown & Hudson, 1998). PA as well as
other types in the family of  alternative assessment should be treated equally with other testing
and assessing protocols in terms of  validity. PA is more beneficial for process-based, longitudinal,
and pro-learning assessment when compared to its use for high-stakes purposes where decision
makers have to pick out a limited number of  people among many. This is not to argue for the
traditional forms of  testing (standardized, one-time ones). Rather, this is to say that the issue of
validity should be taken seriously when implementing PA. Whenever possible, a combination of
multiple sources of  evidence drawn from a variety of  testing and assessment sources is the best
option to assure fairness.          

Throughout the PA literature in second language pedagogy, more attention has been paid
to writing than other language skills. This is explicable, as I presented earlier in this paper, in
terms of  the widespread employment of  PA deriving from composition studies and writing
pedagogy and in terms of  the shift to a more process-based approach. With technological
advancement, an array of  user-generated content platforms including blogging and social media
is available for PA enthusiasts to incorporate into their writing programs. E-portfolios have been
on the increase in PA literature. However, there is scant discourse on PA in reading, listening, and
speaking. It could be more illuminating to see more studies exploring how other language skills
can be ‘portfolioed,’ particularly with the availability of  many handy technologies such as
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Appendix
RUBRIC A - Travel Brochure Rubric 
Created with 

http://rubistar.4teachers.org/
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RUBRIC C – Project Reflection  
Adapted from http://earlycollegeconference.org

 
Criteria 4 3 2 1
Reflective
Thinking

The reflection explains
the student’s own

thv

http://earlycollegeconference.org/
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Focus on the
task

Consistently stays
focused on the task
and what needs to
be done. Very self-

directed.

Focuses on the
task and what

needs to be done
most of  the time.

Other group
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