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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Problems with Traditional Assessment 

     The function of assessment is to offer information about the process and results of 

students’ learning and teachers’ instruction. There are various kinds of language 

assessments but paper-and-pencil test, here defined as the traditional one, is still 

considered as one of the most popular assessment methods used by teachers in EFL 

classroom for different purposes such as placement, diagnosis or achievement. The 

paper-and-pencil test has become a tradition that many EFL teachers and learners have 

been used to. Tests can be of great help in collecting information for foreign language 

evaluation. But tests are relatively limited because they can only tell us about certain 

aspects of student achievement; they cannot tell us much about the other factors that often 

figure in foreign language evaluation (Richards, 1996). The commonly used types, items 

or tools in the traditional assessment are multiple-choice, true-false, matching, 

fill-in-the-blank, dictation, translation and short-answers (Genesee & Upshur, 1996; 

Bailey, 1998; Brown & Hudson, 1998). Besides, letter or number grading system is 

adopted in this method. During the school semester, students get scores from teachers for 
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each test such as midterm, final or regular quizzes. These scores will finally decide they 

pass or fail the course. Traditional assessment focuses on product and result so that it fails 

to provide process-based evidence with regard to learning and teaching. In addition, 

traditional assessment is often accused of producing anxiety and biases. Because of the 

incompatibility of process learning and product assessment and the discrepancy between 

the information needed and the information derived through standardized testing, 

educators have begun to explore alternative forms of student assessment (Moya & 

O’Malley, 1994). Advocates of process-oriented curricula and instruction concur that 

traditional measurement techniques are often inconsistent with current EFL classroom 

teaching. Traditional assessment practices lack sensitivity to the individual growth that 

educators desire in students; thus the instruction itself appears misguided (Valencia, 

1989).  

          Payne (1997) devises a chart that contrasted the differences between 

traditional measurement and modern assessment (p. 13): 

 

 

 

Table 2.1 Comparison of Modern Assessment and Traditional Measurement  

 



                                                                                 6

Characteristic Modern Assessment  Traditional Measurement

Intent Emphasis on improvement Focus on accountability 

Nature of Objectives Integrated sets of objectives 

Higher order outcomes 

Tending to isolate lower level and

separate objects 

Nature of Tasks Variety of methods, especially 

open-ended 

Tending to be structured 

Administration Can be time consuming Efficient 

Nature of Response Usually student constructed 

response, supply oral process, 

written, product, observation of 

performance 

Fixed-response, selection 

Reliability Can reach acceptable levels with 

training 

Almost always high 

Cost Can be very high Per unit cost modest 

Impact on Students Less threatening Can be anxiety provoking  

     

 As the chart has indicated, traditional standardized tests cannot give a holistic 

picture of the growth of learners over time in authentic situations. Traditional testing is so 

product-based that it fails to provide process-based evidence with regard to learning and 
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teaching. 

     Huerta-Macias (1995) points out that the testing situation itself often produces 

anxiety within the student such that she is unable to think clearly. The student may also be 

facing personal problems or illness at the time she is being tested, thus also hampering the 

student’s performance on the test. The problems associated with traditional assessment 

often mask what the student really knows and what the student can do in her EFL 

classroom. Wolf (1989) more completely points out traditional assessment comes without 

a personal responsibility; it fails to demonstrate learners’ full range of intuitions and 

knowledge and exclusion of development. Consequently, educators recently have put 

emphasis on searching for alternative measurements with which students can be evaluated 

on what they can integrate and produce instead of how well they can recall. As Wolf 

(1989) explains, traditional assessment structure does not promote encouragement of 

lifelong skill acquisition, and much of the testing prevents students from thoughtfully 

responding to and judging their own work.  

     Cole et al. (1995) states that “Several characteristics represent authentic assessment. 

Educators believe that assessment should measure student performance in relation to 

sound educational goals. The student should know these goals. Authentic assessment 

reflects observation of each student’s current work.” In addition, traditional measures 

yield limited chances for formative assessment information and rarely aid profitable 
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instruction. As Padilla et al. (1996) argues, “Traditional assessment has emphasized the 

measurement of a given body of defined and discrete knowledge as determined by a 

student’s performance on an objective test. This approach has often been limited to 

assessment of students’ outcomes at a specific point in time and has provided little 

information about teaching and learning process” (p. 429). For today’s learners, they must 

self-monitor and self-evaluate; therefore, educators are encouraged to adopt 

multidimensional assessment tools (Cole, Ryan & Kick, 1995). 

 

2.2 The Demand for Alternative Assessment 

2.2.1 Assessment and Record-keeping 

     According to Fisher (1991), a recording system should recognize achievement, 

acknowledge and give credit for what students have experienced and achieved. Besides, 

Cole (1995) explains that a fundamental authentic assessment principle holds that 

students should demonstrate what they know and can do. Hence authentic assessment 

usually is classified as performance-based. When employing performance-based 

assessment, students demonstrate what they have learned in a natural context. 

     Hansen (1987) believes that the record keeping process is very informative and 

positive experience for both students and teachers. Other researchers, Atwell and Newkirk 

(1988), recommend teachers to include all drafts of students’ works in the folders so that a 
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variety of works in different content areas can be presented. Portfolio development is 

increasingly cited as a viable alternative to standardized testing (Valencia, 1990; Wiggins, 

1989; Wolf, 1989). 

     The concept of portfolio development was adopted from the field of fine arts where 

portfolios are used to demonstrate a whole set collection of an artist’s works. The purpose 

of the artist’s portfolio is to display the depth and breadth of the work as well as the 

artist’s abilities and accomplishments (Jongsma, 1989). 

     Many educators perceive the spirit of educational portfolios to be similar to that of 

portfolios adopted in fine arts, to demonstrate the depth and breadth of students’ 

capabilities through biographies of students’ works (Wolf, 1989), descriptions of students’ 

reading and writing experiences (Jongsma, 1989), collections of pieces of writing (Katz, 

1988) and exhibitions of students’ works (Brandt, 1989). 

     Vavrus (1990) defines portfolio as “a systematic and organized collection of 

evidence used by the teachers and students to monitor the growth of the students’ 

knowledge, skills and attitudes” (p. 48). 

      A portfolio used for educational purposes must offer more than a showcase for 

students’ products; it must be the outcome of a full assessment procedure that has been 

systematically planned, implemented, and evaluated. A portfolio is a collection of a 

student’s work, experiences, exhibitions, self-ratings, whereas portfolio assessment is the 
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procedure used to plan, collect, and analyze the multiple sources of data maintained in the 

portfolio. A portfolio that is based on a systematic assessment procedure can provide 

accurate information about the depth and breadth of a student’s capabilities in many 

domains of learning. 

 

2.2.2 Advantages of Portfolio Assessment  

     Actively involving students in their own learning continues to be an ideal and a 

major goal for educators. One effective way to involve students is through the 

development of student-managed portfolios. Keeping portfolios empowers students to 

become partners and decision makers in their learning (Newman & Smolen, 1993). Used 

from kindergartens to colleges, student-developed portfolios become a process 

assessment package, demonstrating individual progress. Students develop a sense of 

ownership as they take on some of the traditional teacher decision-making tasks (Vacca & 

Vacca, 1993; Valencia, 1990). 

Students are further motivated by their role in making judgments about what to include in 

their portfolios and by their responsibility for explaining what each piece of work 

represents in their educational development (McCombs, 1991; Schunk, 1990).  

     Innumerable strengths of adopting portfolios in EFL assessment have been reported 

(see Huerta-Macias,1995; Smolen, et al., 1995; Padilla, et al., 1996; Singer, 1993 and 
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McNamara & Deane, 1995), here just to name two major ones. First, for students, a 

portfolio is able to help them become aware of the language learning contexts that work 

best for them. Next, students can establish their goals for future independent learning; in 

the mean time, a portfolio allows them to assume responsibility for their own learning and 

provide evidence of their progress toward meeting their goals as learners. Moreover, a 

portfolio provides them with opportunities to display good works, serves as a vehicle for 

critical self-analysis, and demonstrates the mastery of a foreign language. Second, for 

teachers, a portfolio provides information on the strengths and weaknesses of each 

individual student; it also provides records of each student’s progress; it provides 

information into students’ language learning process and allows teachers to individualize 

their instruction. 

     The use of portfolios in the classroom has provoked a large amount of interests 

among researchers and teachers in recent years (Blanoff & Dickson, 1991; Graves, 1992; 

Newman & Smolen, 1993; Valencia, 1990; Yancey, 1992). They search high and low for 

forms of evaluation that will be more consistent with their teaching objects and beliefs 

about learning. As Gottlieb (1995) put it, portfolios “serve as a guide for students in 

making choices and in demonstrating how they reason, create, strategize, and reflect” 

(p.12). According to Chen (1999), in L1 writing, portfolios are considered and used as an 

alternative to standardized tests and all of the problems come with standardized tests. 



                                                                                 12

Hamp-Lyons (1994) refers that portfolios are excellent pedagogical tools in which 

assessment is interwoven with instruction. Portfolios provide opportunities to integrate 

more forms of evaluation into teaching so that evaluation becomes “a less threatening and 

more supportive activity” (p.54) to students. According to Cole et al. (1995), portfolios 

can provide authentic and meaningful documentation of students’ abilities. Curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment intersect via portfolios, tying the three together effectively for 

students.  

     In ESL writing classrooms, there are several advantages of adopting portfolios. 

First, portfolios can display students’ growth in writing over a period of time 

(Hamp-Lyons, 1994; Newman, Smolen, & Lee, 1995). Second, portfolios which contain 

several samples written under different conditions provide a more comprehensive picture 

of students’ competency to the teacher (Hamp-Lyons, 1994). Third, managing their own 

portfolios, students become active in and responsible for their learning and develop a 

sense of ownership (Gottlieb, 1995; Newman & Smolen, 1993; Vacca & Vacca, 1993; 

Valencia, 1990). Fourth, a portfolio approach to writing shares the values of the process 

classroom and provides students opportunities to revise and ask help (Hamp-Lyons, 

1994).  
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2.2.3 Rationale for Using Portfolios in EFL 

     The rationale for using portfolios in the assessment of EFL student language 

development derives from three major considerations: the limitations of single measure 

assessment, the complexity of the construct to be assessed, and the need for adaptable 

assessment techniques in the EFL classroom. Standardized tests serve a purpose in 

education, whereas they are neither infallible nor sufficient. Many educators acknowledge 

that any “single score, whether it is a course grade or a percentile score from a norm 

referenced test, almost fails to accurately report students’ overall progress” (Flood & 

Lapp, 1989, p. 509). A single measure is incapable of estimating the diversity of skills, 

knowledge, processes, and strategies that combine to determine students’ progress. 

     Cohen (1994) believed that “portfolios evaluation is a system of assessment 

intended to help teachers get a more natural and prolonged assessment of students than 

through traditional means of assessment.” 

     Professionals in EFL education often adopt a mixture of both formal and informal 

assessment techniques for keeping track of students’ language developments, but no 

system for merging these multiple measures and interpreting them as integrated unit has 

been presented. Portfolio assessment responds to this need and it encourages the use of 

multiple measures (Moya & O’Malley, 1994). 

Portfolio use is rapidly growing in popularity throughout the United States; a 
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couple of state school systems have mandated portfolios for use in Grades K-12 to assess 

learning. As an alternative to traditional student assessment, portfolios provide the 

opportunity to assess students’ classroom works, cooperative and social skills, their 

growth in several academic content areas, students’ learning processes, and their learning 

in a variety of areas. Teachers of EFL have discovered that portfolios show great promise 

as a means of assessing their students by examining achievements, efforts, improvements, 

and self-evaluations (French, 1992).  

According to Chen (1999), portfolios have been acknowledged as a good tool to 

interweave instructions and assessments in English L1 and ESL writing curriculum. 

However, little has been published about how portfolios function in the EFL instructional 

context in Taiwan. 

 

2.3 Implementation of Portfolio Assessment 

2.3.1 Types of Portfolios      

      Even though many scholars classified portfolios in different types of terminology, 

their intents were usually the same. O’Malley and Pierce classified portfolios into three 

types: (a) the showcase portfolio, which tend to hold only finished products and therefore 

may not successfully illustrate student learning over time, (b) the collection portfolio, also 

called working folders, which contains all of a student’s work that shows how a student 
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deals with daily class assignments, (c) the assessment portfolio, which is focused on 

reflections of specific learning goals that contain systematic collections of student work, 

student self-assessment, and teacher assessment  

     According to Cole, et al. (1995), the portfolios might serve different purposes at 

different times of the school year. They demonstrated two types of portfolios, the process 

portfolio and the product portfolio. During the school year, students should use portfolio 

as a growth instrument. It needs to demonstrate students’ performance at the beginning of 

a learning task. At this point, students should have a better understanding about their 

levels and their progresses. Once students master a task, they need to summarize what 

went into the learning task. Wolf (1989) explains that chronologically sequencing 

students’ work and recording the long-term evolution provides a formidable view of the 

students’ learning process. Most portfolios incorporate several projects, independent work, 

journals, and even formal testing results as pieces of the students’ whole progression. 

From the rich and dynamic process portfolio, a learner and more abbreviated portfolio can 

be produced that is called the product portfolio. The most realistic time for the reduction 

would be at the end of the academic year or at the completion of a program. The product 

portfolio should illustrate students’ proficiency of the learning tasks. All selections should 

be materials that the student is favorable to share and that reflect the student’s 

accomplishment at mastering the curriculum. The school system should retain a copy of 
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the product portfolio for future reference. To assist with higher levels of learning, the 

teacher should include summary reflective statements on how the student learns.  

 

2.3.2 Past Experiments on Portfolios 

      Voss in her article (1992) stated that Laurie Mansfield had only vague impressions 

of portfolios when she decided they were worth exploring with her first graders. Laurie 

felt she needed more of a handle on her students’ growth. Maybe portfolios could help 

with her record keeping, could show her the specific kinds of skills and strategies her 

children were applying. Within a few weeks, Laurie’s view of portfolios deepened and 

changed. She came to see portfolios as much more than record keeping, for they 

empowered her young writers and taught her about more than their skills. Portfolios were 

vehicles through which she learned about individuals – their thinking, their decisions 

making, their learning. 

     Frazier (1992) showed how she used portfolios to motivate her fourth-grade 

students to learn how to write. She tried to introduce the concept of portfolio assessment 

to her students by asking them to select samples of their writings. The students created 

their personal writing portfolios and looked for assistance during individual conferences 

with the teacher. 

     Milliken (1992) reported how he implemented portfolio assessment in his 
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fifth-grade class. He discussed the ideas and thoughts about portfolio assessment with his 

students and their parents. After several discussions, they came up with five kinds of 

portfolio cases in his class. He involved both his students and their parents in setting up 

portfolios. He shared portfolio letters, portfolio planning and portfolio conferences to 

brainstorm ways to revise the sample. It took time and energy to come up with solutions 

to their problems. First and foremost, he was interested in inviting students next year to 

view portfolios as an ongoing process, something they keep in mind every day as they 

work and become more aware of examples of exceptional thinking. He also planned to 

invite parents and students to come to parent conferences. He thought that would further 

strengthen the link between school and home.   

     In Rief’s classroom, the portfolios have become the students’ stories of who they 

are as readers and writers—rich with the evidence of what they are able to do and how 

they are able to do it. Each portfolio is a collection of each student’s best work. The 

students determined the internal criteria—which pieces, for their own reasons. She urged 

them to work on reading and writing from other disciplines and to include them in their 

portfolios, if they thought their efforts are some of their best. She also kept a portfolio for 

herself. She thought teachers had to trust themselves as learners first, before they could 

understand the trust they put in students. She kept a reader’s and writer’s notebook, which 

included her list of books read. She began her writing and reading with her students. She 
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shared drafts in progress and reflections on or reactions to books read. She believed that 

she had to trust her own possibilities as a learner if she was going to trust and value her 

students as learners. 

     Chiseri (1992) reported how she used literacy portfolios to motivate her 

sophomores to write. Their portfolios displayed a primary focus on writing, learning, or 

self-reflection. In the writing portfolios included in-class writing exercises, essays on 

literature, and essays about the process of writing as self-exploration. Students’ 

evaluations of their portfolios was important to her because she found out through the 

choices students made what parts of her curriculum were most useful to them. 

     Although portfolios have been acknowledged as a good instructional tool to 

interweave instruction and assessment in English L1 and ESL classrooms, literature and 

researches of such an assessment in the EFL context in Taiwan are scarce. So far little has 

been published about how portfolios are implemented into high school EFL classrooms in 

Taiwan, how they change the assessment situation for students, and whether students 

regard the task of portfolios as helpful. Without this knowledge, we cannot make 

recommendations on a rational basis.  

     In Taiwan, two cases of adopting portfolio assessment into teaching could be found. 

Chen (1999) investigated Taiwan EFL college students’ perceptions of the task of 

compiling their own writing portfolios. There were 43 English-majored college students 
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of two English composition classes participating in her study from the fall of 1996 to the 

spring of 1997. The data of the study were collected from the students’ portfolios and 

interviews, and analyzed by using the method of content analysis. The findings showed 

that the participating students considered assembling portfolios a task which helped 

themselves perceive their writing growth as well as strengths and weaknesses, engaged 

self-examination, and enhanced reader and writer awareness, but which also demanded 

much time, revision and good computer skills. Most students arranged their compositions 

according to their personal favorites. Fewer students made the arrangement in the 

chronological order, and the fewest, based on no specific purposes or simply the teacher’s 

comments. Students selected journals they wrote in terms of their functions: recording life 

experience, displaying language development, and revealing true self. Their criteria 

indicated that journal writing is not always practiced and viewed as language-oriented, 

but mostly as a means to record life, and that students perceive their portfolios more as 

memoirs than tools for language assessment. Last but not least, students were modest 

about their writing performances in the portfolios, but confident of their writing growth, 

and positive about writing experiences in such a portfolio curriculum when evaluating 

their own performances. But they were quite grateful and generous in peer evaluation, 

though some felt annoyed at grading others. The teacher’s evaluation on students’ 

portfolios showed that the implemented portfolio curriculum fulfilled the objectives as 
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planned, that is collection, reflection, and assessment. 

    Hsai (2001) implemented portfolio assessment in a six-grade EFL classroom. The 

result of the study revealed an inseparable connection between learning, instruction, and 

assessment. Students felt that portfolio assessment had allowed them to understand their 

learning development more easily probably because their works were collected in the 

portfolios and were reviewed in several stages of production. Besides, by reflecting on 

their own learning process, the students had learned to identify their strengths and 

weaknesses. They had also learned to take the responsibility of setting goals for their 

future study. With the teacher’s proper guidance and instruction, they had become more 

interested, motivated, and independent learners. From her study, she found that portfolios 

enable the teacher and her students to focus on the learning process. Not only students can 

learn from the portfolio process, the teacher can also learn to evaluate their own 

instructions. The connection among instruction, learning, and evaluation had been seen in 

EFL context. 

      


