Use of Showcase Portfolios in Self-Assessment (Tim Grove, Biola University)
Showcase portfolios give writing students a chance to select and present their best work, and enable them to evaluate their own strengths and weaknesses. The inclusion of multiple drafts enables students to demonstrate their thinking and writing process, and the inclusion of both required and optional items allows them to demonstrate areas of personal strength which might be overlooked by traditional methods of assessment.

Showcase Portfolio Procedure (Writing 109):

[Week 1]

• Diagnostic essay = benchmark for the rest of the semester

• Teacher marks diagnostic essay, using a special procedure (designed to achieve some degree of objectivity and reliability):


33 possible points for Content [-5 if inadequate support, -5 if simplistic (not university level), -1 for every clause deemed “incomprehensible”]


33 possible points for Organization [1-9 points deducted for problems with introduction, -1 for each logical connector used incorrectly]


33 possible points for Language Use [-2 for each error in S-V agreement, -1 for each “Blue Handout” error]

[Week 2]

• Student writes a self-assessment of the diagnostic, based in part on teacher feedback.

• Student is requested to submit a list of “Goals for improvement”
[Weeks 3-4]

• Teacher contacts each student by e-mail, requesting clarification, completion, or compliance

• Student makes necessary modifications; this procedure continues until each student has a satisfactory list of specific objectives

[Weeks 3-14]

• six timed essays + typed second drafts

[Week 15]

• Student assembles a Portfolio, selecting pieces which demonstrate achievement of stated goals.  

Required: diagnostic + 2 timed essays, each with typed 2nd draft, comment card

Optional:  additional essays, may include work from other courses

• Each portfolio is evaluated by a committee of three teachers (membership varies depending on student’s major).  In most cases, the Writing 109 teacher is on the committee.  A simple majority decides whether the student passes.

Goals for Improvement [student A ]

1.  Subject-Verb Agreement

2.  Articles

3.  Transitive/Intransitive Verbs

4.  “Clumsy Expressions”

Goals for Improvement [student B]

1.  Articles

2.  Verb Problems (especially Transitive/Intransitive)

3.  Idioms (No. 22 purple handout) 

Goals for Improvement [student C, did not pass]

1. Subject-Verb Agreement

2. Prepositions

3. Modals

Goals for Improvement [student D, did not pass]

1. Articles (especially rules 2b, 2d, 2f)

2. Quantifier expressions (rule 17)

Goals for Improvement [student E, did not pass]

1.  Subject-Verb Agreement

2.  Purple Sheet errors (WHICH ONES?)
Goals for Improvement [student F]

1. Subject-Verb Agreement

2. Passive

3. Participles

4. Effective Topic and Thesis Sentences

5. Body Paragraphs which clearly support the Thesis

6. “balanced and persuasive whole essay”

Goals for Improvement [student G, did not pass]

1.  The skill of affluent content.

2.  Language use.

Goals for Improvement [student H]

1. For this semester I want to be able to write an essay with almost no errors.

2. I want to be able to feel comfortable in writing an essay as if I am writing in my own language.

Self-assessments

• The essay is very weak because the ideas are not develop and organize well enough.  I think that the introduction is the most important part of the whole essay, but my topic sentence was not effective enough to get one’s attention.  I began with a poor introduction and failed to support my opinion.  Moreover, there are too many grammatical errors, even including subject and verb agreement.  I was very discouraged after I took the diagnostic test and received the result.

• [same student, later] Only one error is pointed out in this paper.  I was very surprised, and this inspired me to greater efforts in terms of further writings.  The prompt was easy, and I did not need to think for a long time in starting writing an essay.  It was based on my own experience, and I felt very comfortable to write the essay.

• My introduction was not interesting.

• When I took the diagnostic test, I found there are 5 subject-verb errors, 8 purple sheet errors, and some errors about modal and preposition.  However, the result of the timed writing #1`provided many improvements about that.  There were only two subject-verb errors, 4 purple sheet errors, and the reduced time of preposition error.  Therefore, I think that my writing has been improved more than before.

• [argument]:  I think my thesis was not weak.  I met my goals of improving in subject-verb agreement and errors 2A and 2F.  Throughout the semester I have been improved especially on organization and language use.  Although it seems my thesis statement was weak on this paper, I did well on other papers.  Personally, I think it is not appropriate to evaluate my improvement in writing simply according to the Timed writing results.  I wish the committee will refer to other papers as well.

• [argument]:  Whenever I visited the Writing Center, several consultants commented there is not serious problem in my writing, and said I have just only the problems on the appropriate article sue.  If there is the part I have to improve in my writing, it will be the appropriate article use.  Thus, I think that I have the enough ability to pass the writing 109.

• [excuses]:  This semester is the first semester after three semester break, so it was difficult to set me up for the classes especially the writing 109.  I was confused that what the teacher wants to and what is more important; I thought that the timed writing was just writing practice.  Thus, I did not really care first two timed writing.

• [discouragement]: My most frequent mistake is subject-verb agreement.  I thought that subject and verb agreements is easy, so if I check it more carefully, I would correct it, but it is not easy.  The last thing is the article.  Articles are more difficult than any other parts of English grammar.  Thus, I even did not include articles among my goal list.

Some interesting observations:

• At the outset, it was very hard to get students to engage with the process at all.

• students’ goals are often either non-specific or involve ways to “beat the system.

• most students don’t take the objectives seriously and have to be pursued and reminded.

• many students still don’t understand the concept of setting goals and demonstrating how they are being met.

• we don’t have time for one-on-one conferencing. (Solution:  Implement peer-review of portfolios? E.g. “N has demonstrated improvement in . . ./should pass because . . .”)

• students almost never made changes other than grammatical editing in their typed second drafts

• In my second semester of using showcase portfolios, I am now no longer giving grades or even designating papers as PASS/FAIL

• teachers are attached to the old way of evaluating a “snapshot” and are evaluating the new portfolios in the same way

• Some teachers have difficulty reading portfolios as continuous records; several decisions were based only on the diagnostic (baseline) essay.

• Some students are still failing because of language use although their “blue handout” errors are under control. (Solution = uncoded feedback, peer correction in class with T and TA, required 3rd and even 4th drafts: whatever it takes to get it right).

• 2:1 committee decision has led to some extremely unhappy students; as a result I have stopped giving grades (which may be misleading). 

• Some students failed because their comment cards contained the very errors they said they were trying to eliminate.

• Six students labeled their folder as “PORTFOLIOS”, one as “PORTPOLIO”.  Of these, three did not pass.

• Of portfolios examined, 50% could be considered “adequate” (contained all requested essays, with typed revisions and comment cards); 30% were “more than adequate” (contained at least one paper chosen from work in another course); 20% were “inadequate” (incomplete, sometimes without any comment cards).

—of the “more than adequate” portfolios, 85% passed and 15% had to repeat the course.

—of the “adequate” portfolios, 70% passed and 30% had to repeat the course.

—of the “inadequate” portfolios, 50% passed and 50% had to repeat the course.

• The new sense of empowerment has greatly improved the morale in Writing 109; perhaps this “empowerment” is only an illusion (many students still fail, even though they work hard and demonstrate much improvement)—but students are now working harder and generally writing better than before.

• However, handful of disaffected students are discouraging many others about the value of the process (Solution:  Self-grading, Peer-evaluation, Oral Defense of Negotiation)

