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The portfolio is a site for learning.  Kathleen Blake Young 
 
 

Portfolios are not like tract housing.  
The same blueprints will not work for each portfolio. 

Mary Ann Smith 
 

Student Portfolios:  Opportunities for a revolution in assessment.  Calfee Perfumo 
 
 

One of the reasons mature people stop learning is that  
they become less and less willing to risk failure. 

John Gardner 
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What is a Portfolio? 

A portfolio is a purposeful collection of student work that exhibits the student’s efforts, progress, and 

achievement in one or more areas.  The collection includes the criteria for selection, student self-

reflection, and student participation. 

 

What is a Showcase Portfolio? 

A showcase portfolio is a collection of student work which shows the student’s best work with a specific 

goal in mind.  For example, a student chooses her three best math projects to show her ability to use math 

outside the classroom. 

 

What is a Developmental Portfolio? 

A developmental portfolio is a collection of student work which shows the student’s development over a 

defined period of time in a specific area.  For example, a student chooses three writing assignments 

completed over a ten week period to show his improvement in descriptive writing, specifically in the 

appropriate use of adjectives. 

 

What Might a Portfolio Look Like? 

 

 Title Page 

 Table of Contents 

 Introduction or a letter or statement to the viewer of the portfolio in which the student explains 

the selection of artifacts, what the portfolio says about the student’s learning, the challenges of 

constructing a portfolio, what the portfolio means to the student… 

 Student Work 

 Rationale or reason for the selections 

 Evidence of student-self reflection and evaluation (rubric) 

 

How Do Portfolios Support Learning? 

Portfolios allows learners to: 

 examine their learning process; 

 take responsibilities for their own learning; 

 see gaps in their learning; 

 determine strategies that support their learning; 

 see changes and development over time; and 

 possibly set goals for future learning experiences. 

 

What’s the Difference Between Traditional Assessments and Nontraditional? 

Traditional Assessments Nontraditional Assessments 

Focus on skills Focus on process 

Students acquire declarative knowledge Students apply declarative knowledge 

Achievement matters Development matters 

Teacher’s responsibility Student’s responsibility 

First and only work valued Multiple drafts and revised work valued 

Used to determine grades Used by student and teacher to guide learning 

Only outsiders judge student work Students thoughtfully judge their own work 
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Why Should I Consider Portfolio Assessment? 

 Portfolio assessment nurtures developmental stages of students and allows for individual 

differences in growth patterns and changes. 

 Portfolio assessment encourages the individual student to assume more responsibility for his or her 

learning because it is more individualized, more personalized, and depends more on choice through 

self-reflection and self-selection than traditional testing methods. 

 Portfolio assessment emphasizes reflective thinking, critical thinking, and creative thinking on the 

part of the student because it is dependent upon self-discover, self-motivation, and self-initiating 

behaviors. 

 Portfolio assessment is likely to have more long-term benefits for the student than traditional 

testing methods because it is more authentic, more diversified, and more relevant from the 

student’s perspective. 

 Portfolio assessment helps the student become more involved in his or her own learning because it 

demands that the student be more task-oriented and more-results-oriented. 

 

What are the Challenges? 

 Is portfolio assessment the best way to evaluate and measure student achievement and progress in 

every content area? 

 Should or can portfolio assessment replace standardized testing? 

 Does it matter if I am the only teacher on the team or grade level, in the department, or in the 

building using portfolio assessment? 

 Can I use the portfolio for the basis of a quarter or semester grade? 

 To whom does the portfolio belong? 

 How can students use technology to construct their portfolios? 

 Can I “try out” portfolio assessment without making my whole class revolve around portfolio 

assessment? 

 

How Do I Get Started? 

 

Determine the purpose of the portfolio. 

 When I view the student’s portfolio, what will I know about the student and what the student 

knows and can do who constructed it? 

 

Determine the collection and selection process. 

 What type of assignments and assessments do I need to design to support a portfolio? 

 How many selections? 

 What’s the criteria for selection? 

 What artifacts might be needed to represent the selections? 

 

Establish the evaluation process. 

 What kinds of rubrics might be needed for the selections/artifacts that go into the portfolio? 

 What kind of rubric or criteria needs to be generated for the portfolio itself? 

 Is the portfolio a basis for a grade? 

 

Plan for reflection. 

 How will students reflect upon their work and/or portfolio?   

 What types of reflective activities do I need to design? 
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Final Portfolio 

 What do I hope the finished portfolio will communicate about the student’s learning, my teaching, 

and the curriculum? 

 Who should see the finished portfolio:  other students, parents, other teachers, administrators, 

school board members, community members? 

 

How Do I Get Started with Portfolios Without Using Portfolios? 

Using the process of portfolio assessment is an easy and meaningful way to begin the gradual 

implementation of portfolio assessment in your classroom.  The philosophy of portfolio assessment focuses 

on the student’s view of his or her learning.  Implementing activities for students to reflect and self-

evaluate can be used without constructing a formal portfolio.  These activities can lead naturally to the 

construction of a portfolio, but used outside a portfolio, they are still meaningful and purposeful. 

 

Evaluation Process 

Reflection and self-evaluation reveals student’s beliefs about what he or she has done well; student’s goals 

and interests as a learner; student’s use of strategies for learning; and what the student values. 

 

Questions that Guide Student Reflection and Evaluation 

After completing an activity, project, or unit, ask students to answer two or three of the following 

questions about that activity, project, or unit.  These questions can be answered in a journal, on an index 

card, or on a piece of paper.  Choose two or three questions that pertain to the type of activity the student 

has completed.  Ask each student to share one response with another student, a small group of students, or 

even the entire class.  Sharing will facilitate the reflective process. 

 

 What did you learn from this activity? 

 How did this help you learn about _______? 

 If you were to do this again, what would you differently? 

 What was easy or hard for you in doing this? 

 What do you like about it?  Why? 

 What would you change about it?  Why? 

 What steps did you use to make, create, construct, write…? 

 What advice would you give another student about doing this? 

 Is this a good example of your work?  Explain why or why not. 

 If this portfolio or project could talk, what would it say? 

 If you could show this portfolio or project to anyone in the world, who would it be?  Why? 

 What feelings did you experience while working on this? 

 Where else could you use this process or what you learned? 

 

A LAST WORD… 

     Implementing portfolio assessment in your classroom doesn’t have to change everything you do, but 
rather it should enhance what you do.  Start out small.  Ask students once per quarter or after a unit to 
choose one piece of work that shows his or her best work or an assignment that shows that he or she has 
met a standard.  Or simply ask students to choose work that shows their best work for your class.  Ask 
them to respond to two or three reflective questions.  Place those selections in a folder and at the end of 
the semester or school year, give each student that folder of work and ask each to write what this work 
says about their learning in your class.  The response will positively overwhelm you.  Implementing portfolio 
assessment doesn’t have to be a big deal, just keep it focused on the kids.  Soon you’ll wonder how you ever 
assessed students before you started using portfolio assignment. 

 


