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children to write reading reflections, those reflections are then what they
share. Other times, the children are free to select anything they desire. Barb
asks the third graders to be sure they are prepared to share ahead of time and
when it’s their turn, children are supposed to identify their artifacts, e.g.,
“This is my mystery story,” then read the reflection which tells the audience
why they placed the artifact in the portfolio, “I'm putting my mystery story in
my portfolio because it’s the first mystery I’ve written. I like this story because
it's one of my longest ones.” Finally they take questions or comments from
the audience.

Occasionally the children share their portfolios with the second grade
class next door. Each third grader is teamed with a second grader, the pair
meets for ten or fifteen minutes, then, when they have finished, they switch
partners and begin all over again. Usually children change partners two or
three times before the end of the session. Teachers roam the room, observing,
listening, offering a comment or two, or occasionally helping out with a
paftner switch. The third graders appear to love these times. They are focused,
attentive, and encouraging to the younger children. Even Robbie, often loud
and disorderly, gently puts his arm around his partner, pats him on the back,
tells him he is doing a good job, then leads him over to share with Luis,
before withdrawing to what he considers more pressing work at the
computer.

Sharing portfolios in these wayé is certainly valuable. These informal
and formal shares help the children to know each other better, provide a
forum for storytelling, and thus build community. The children learn from
each other and revise or expand their portfolios accordingly. Sharing with
students in other classes builds the larger school community and allows the

third graders to develop and exercise leadership skills. Barb sees what the
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children value and hears how they talk about their learning.

Still, I cannot help but wonder whether the portfolios could not do
more. Certainly the children enjoy sharing their portfolios, but little occurs as
a result of these shares. I wonder, then, are “share” sessions the only way the
portfolios could be used? If the portfolios truly are a place to “document”
learning, if they are a place to set goals, make plans, and push forward, as Barb
and I believe they are, then maybe the assembled “documents” should be
displayed in a more rigorous setting or for more formal audiences. “Share,”
the word first familiarized in the writing process, then adopted for portfolios,
is a nice, friendly, front porch kind of word that implies a verbal giving of
one’s self to another. People share a bag of peanuts, a cold drink, an idea.
Right now, the third graders “share” their portfolios— they tell about
themselves, then answer questions or respond to comments, but maybe
Barb’s students, who have carefully documented and represented their
accomplishments and growth, are ready to move beyond the point of
“sharing.” Maybe the children are ready to present/ display/exhibit their
portfolios, much like a salesperson presents/ displays/ exhibits a product. Such
rigor, however, might sensibly imply a more rigorous audience. Maybe it's
time, then, that we move the portfolio audiences beyond those of peers and
teachers and into the larger world. Maybe we need to ask again, “What
are/could these portfolios be for? Where do they fit into assessment

structures in our classrooms?”

Portfolios as an Assessment Tool

Roger Farr (1993) likens classroom assessment to a puzzle with any
number of pieces fitting together to form the whole. To date, children’s

voices, as expressed in their portfolios, have not fit into this puzzle. Instead,
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they remain an extra piece that has somehow made its way into the box, but
doesn’t contribute to the total picture. If we are going to be truly effective at
using portfolios to bring children’s voices into evaluative conversations, we
need to think about where the portfolios might fit and what purposes they
might serve.

Perhaps before we can think about the purposes of portfolios, we need
to begin by thinking about assessment in general. Literacy experts commonly
identify a number of different purposes for evaluation (Anthony, Johnson,
Mickelsen, & Preece, 1992; Baskwill & Whitman, 1987; Brandt, 1989;
Campione & Brown, 1985; Costa, 1991; Farr, 1992; Glazer & Brown, 1993;
Haney, 1991; Herman, 1992; Johnston, 1992; Rhodes & Shanklin, 1992;
Shepherd, 1989; Tierney, 1992; Woodward, 1994; Zessoules & Gardner, 1991).
Among the most frequently mentioned are:

* evaluating student strengths and needs and planning
instruction
* assessing the efficacy of instruction on an individual, class,
school, district, or state level
e communicating with others
In schools, each of these purposes is carried out by several different tools. In
deciding where portfolios fit, then, it might be helpful to first look at what

tools are already in place at Pennington.

Evaluation as a Tool for Assessing Student Strengths and Needs

Evaluating student strengths and needs to gather information for

planning instruction, probably the most common purpose of assessment, is
carried out on a daily basis by classroom teachers and sometimes specialists.

Barb’s day-to-day assessment tools include the anecdotal records she gathers
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during reading and writing conferences, reading response logs, daily editing
exercises, weekly spelling tests, finished story booklets, and quarterly writing
samples. These instruments enable Barb to evaluate student strengths and
needs, plan instruction, and also document student growth. In conferring
with Patrick about his writing, she might, for instance, discover that he is
attempting to incorporate dialogue, but doesn’t know how to use quotation
marks; his stories, therefore, are extremely difficult to read. Based on this
information, Barb begins working with Patrick on the conventions of written
conversation. His drafts and finished pieces demonstrate his growing
proficiency— in October, he uses no quotation marks at all; by February, he
not only uses quotation marks but is also attempting to insert commas in the
proper places in his written dialogue.

Day-to-day classroom assessments also guide Barb as she plans whole
group instruction. In November, Barb and I are surprised when we discover
that several of the third graders equate chapter books with story anthologies
and subsequently believe it doesn’t matter whether they start reading at
chapter one or chapter six. In order to correct this misconception, Barb does
several mini-lessons on chapter books— how to read from beginning to end,
how to use a bookmark, and how to use information from one chapter to
predict what will happen in the next. These mini-lessons help children to
become more skillful and capable readers.

Occasionally teachers find large-scale assessment instruments such as
criterion or norm-referenced tests helpful in evaluating student strengths and
needs and also in comparing their students’ performance against state or
national standards or expectations. At Pennington, large-scale evaluation
instruments include the Gates-McGinnitie Reading Assessment,

administered in the fall and again in the spring, and yearly writing samples.
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Like the classroom level instruments, both of these tools document student
growth from the beginning to the end of the year. The results from the
September test enable Barb to identify students who might need extra support
in reading or writing. After reviewing the results of the initial testing, for
instance, Barb makes plans for the Chapter One teacher to work with Luis
several times a week during reading. She also arranges for Cathy, her
instructional assistant, to work with a few of the boys each day during writing
time.

In May, the Gates-McGinnitie post-test helps Barb to measure her
students’ growth. This information is useful as she makes recommendations
for the following year, e.g., in talking to Patrick’s fourth grade teacher, she
might comment, “Patrick has some trouble with left-right directionality. This
year, his comprehension improved tremendously, but according to the Gates,
his decoding skills didn’t improve at all. He gets very frustrated when he has
to deal with words in isolation so you might want to focus more on
contextual strategies with him.” She might also suggest to the special
education team that Patrick’s reading has improved to the point that he
might derive greater benefit from receiving occasional in-class support in
content area work rather than being pulled out for daily supplemental

reading instruction.

Evaluation as a Tool for Assessing the Efficacy of Instruction

In addition to evaluating individual students and informing classroom
instruction, results from large-scale assessment are also useful to teachers,
specialists, and administrators as they consider the efficacy of teacher/grade
level/school performance. In reviewing results of the writing sample, for

example, Barb might conclude, “My students did really well on the mechanics
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portion of their writing sample. I think the daily editing practice makes a
difference. I want to be sure to do that again next year.”

Reading Specialist Linda Ross also reviews the results of the Gates-
McGinnitie Reading Test and the writing samples. These results might cause
her to look closely at instruction in a particular class or grade. If one teacher or
grade level was especially effective year after year, Linda would probably try to
identify techniques that might be helpful to others. On the other hand, if she
noticed that the most advanced students at Pennington consistently made
huge gains, but the less skilled readers and writers grew very little, she might
consider how teachers at Pennington could alter instruction to help less
proficient students experience more growth. Lisa shares these results with
principal Lynn Johnson and sometimes with district officials.

The community outside of the school also relies on large-scale
assessment instruments. The public, suggests Farr, “has a vested interest in
the future of children and in their effective and cost-efficient instruction, It is
recognized as vital to Americans and their nation’s future that schools
produce educated students” (1992, p. 29). As of 1994, student progress and
school and district efficacy in the state of New Hampshire are evaluated
through the New Hampshire Achievement Test, administered to every third
grader the first week in May. This norm-referenced test evaluates student
performance in reading, writing, and math. Tests are manually scored at the
headquarters of a regional testing company, where student performance is
categorized as novice, basic, proficient, or advanced in each area. Parents
receive summary sheets of individual student performance; scores for
classes, schools, and districts are reported in local and state newspapers the

following November.
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Evaluation as a Tool for Communication

Evaluation tools also provide a common language for those inside a
school or district — classroom teachers, specialists, school administrators, and
others— to talk about particular students or programs, which is considered
especially helpful when people are trying to make decisions about appropriate
programs or placements. Unfortunately, this common language often serves
as a tool for labeling children in negative ways or including or excluding
children from special programs. When Barb says, for example, that Patrick
scored a 2.1 (second grade, first month) on the Gates-McGinnitie, people
assume right away that he is a third grader who is reading at least a year below
grade level. When they hear that Elizabeth scored in the advanced range on
the writing portion of the New Hampshire Assessment, they are sure she is a
very good writer. These results then become labels which accompany children
through their school careers.

Maybe more importantly, evaluation tools provide teachers with a
language for communicating with people outside the school walls. Certainly
one of the most important out-of-school audiences is parents, who want to
know what their children are learning and how they compare to other
students in the class, school, and larger world. The Pennington parents
currently receive at least five kinds of information about their children. First,
they see their children’s daily work in the Pennington Express envelopes that
go home on Fridays. With a few of the children, such as Robbie, Barb uses a
homework notebook to communicate on a daily basis. Parents also receive
quarterly report cards and have parent-teacher conferences in November and
then again in March, if they so desire. Furthermore, they are given feedback
from the state on their children’s performance on the New Hampshire State

Assessment.
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Where Might Portfolios Fit into This Picture?

When portfolios first became popular, they were touted as the be-all
and end-all of evaluation tools. Many people, myself included, wondered
whether portfolios might not be capable of replacing almost every other
assessment tool. Now, not even a decade later, portfolios have proven a less-
than-adequate all purpose assessment tool and people are becoming
disillusioned and abandoning them altogether. I would suggest that perhaps a
large part of this disillusionment has occurred as a result of trying to make
portfolios what they are not. We need to look hard at which of these
purposes— evaluating student strengths and needs and planning instruction,
assessing the efficacy of instruction, or communicating with the outside

world—portfolios might most effectively serve.

Portfolios as Large-Scale Assessment Tool

First, I would argue that portfolios are not a particularly viable tool for
assessing the efficacy of instruction on a school, district, or state level.
Advocates of large-scale portfolios (Farr, 1993; Hewitt, 1994; Simmons, 1991a,
1991b; 1992) believe these portfolios provide a fuller picture of the student,
demonstrate growth over time, include process as well as product, and
contain multi-dimensional views of learning. While all of these things may
be true, large-scale portfolios also have many drawbacks. Assembling and
organizing such portfolios is time-consuming for teachers and students.
Because contents must be uniform, students often have little say in what is
included. Thus, student opportunities to self-evaluate or to collaborate with
more experienced mentors are greatly diminished.

Furthermore, large-scale portfolios are very expensive. If the portfolios
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are to be done well, teachers must have a wide knowledge base about literacy
instruction and assessment, which may necessitate additional staff
development for many teachers. While that would definitely be desirable, in
an age of shrinking budgets, money for such training is rarely available. Too,
scoring large-scale portfolios, which usually contain at least five different
samples of writing, takes a great deal of time. Many states or districts rely on
testing companies or trained groups of teachers, a costly proposition. If money
for these groups is not available, the scoring burden is often placed on
teachers, who are rarely compensated. And once again, adequate teacher
training is an issue because strong interrater reliability, critical to large-scale
assessment, cannot be achieved without extensive training.

Finally, when large-scale portfolio data is aggregated, student scores are
often reported with a single number (1-4, with 4 being the most proficient) or
word (Novice, Basic, Proficient, Advanced). These terse labels flatten the
portfolios and strip them of the complexity and richness portfolios
supposedly represent. Simmons (1991a, 1991b, 1992) demonstrates a high
correlation between students’ scores on writing portfolios and their scores on
one-shot writing samples. Hewitt (1994) cites these studies as evidence in
favor of the reliability of portfolios but one might view this data very
differently. I concur with Peter Elbow (1994), who asks, “Is it really useful to
spend such extraordinary amounts of time and money [on portfolios]?...Are
there not quicker and easier ways to identify those students [excelling/ having

problems]?” (p. 51).

Portfolios as a Classroom Level Assessment Tool

While portfolios are not a viable large-scale assessment tool, they hold

exciting possibilities for classroom level assessment. The data contained in
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the portfolios— list of books read, reading responses, writing samples,
spelling graphs, and learner accomplishments— could provide parents with a
far more detailed picture of their children than the one presented on the
report cards. Perhaps these portfolios, carefully and thoughtfully compiled,
could even supplant quarterly report cards, which actually provide parents
with only minimal information. Literacy assessment on the Pennington

report card, for instance, includes the following;:

READING

Above

At Grade Level

Below

Initiates own reading

Chooses books at appropriate level

Uses appropriate strategies to develop meaning

Demonstrates reading comprehension through written
responses

— Actively participates in group discussions

— Is able to question, locate, and interpret information in

print
— Reads a variety of genre
— Uses reading time wisely

At Grade Level

Initiates own writing

Produces meaningful writing

Shows originality in writing

—— Actively participates in conferences

Revises ideas and edits

Demonstrates an understanding of mechanics skills
Demonstrates an understanding of grammar skills

Is able to write a written response to a specific activity
Shows pride in what is written and is willing to share
Uses writing time wisely

——

—
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HANDWRITING

Forms letters correctly in cursive

Produces neat and legible handwriting
Applies handwriting skills in written work
Assumes responsibility for practice

SPELLING

Above

At Grade Level
Below

— Demonstrates mastery on weekly spelling tests
—— Is able to recognize misspelled words when self-editing
— Applies spelling skills in written work

NA= Not evaluated at this time
v = Batisfactory Progress

I suspect these report cards provide most parents with little more information
than whether their children are above, at, or below grade level. Many of the
descriptors on the report card are coded in educational jargon that is
meaningless and maybe even misleading to parents. Under reading, for
instance, teachers evaluate whether children can choose books at an
appropriate level. As a reading specialist, I know this descriptor is designed to
communicate whether a child knows how to choose a book that’s at her
reading level, as opposed to one that is too easy or too hard for her. For
Patrick, an appropriate choice might be a book at the second grade level, while
for Kate, it might be at fifth. Parents however, may understand “appropriate
level” to read “third grade level.” They may be confused, then, when the
descriptor on the top of the report card indicates that a child like Patrick is
reading below grade level when the descriptor below says he chooses books at
the appropriate level; he does, but for the most part, early in the year, they are
second grade level books. Conversely, Kate, an excellent reader, almost always

chooses Babysitter Club books, which are a third grade reading level; in
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actuality, at some point she needs to challenge herself by reading something
harder. I suspect many of the descriptors under writing are similarly
confusing.

Looking at the report card, I cannot help but wonder whether some
descriptors might even be confusing for teachers. “Revises ideas and edits,”
for instance, might be difficult to assess because revising and editing are
actually two very different skills. Many of the third graders are skillful editors
of their own work, but only a few are very good at revising. Conversely,
“demonstrates an understanding of mechanics skills” and “demonstrates an
understanding of grammar skills” would appear to have enough overlap that
they might be difficult to evaluate separately. The two categories would also
appear to overlap with the “edits” portion of “revises ideas and edits.”

Furthermore, the evaluative symbols chosen for the report card
provide little information. Descriptors are marked by a check, which indicates
“satisfactory progress” or “NA” not applicable at this time. Five or ten years
ago, there would have been at least two more gradations— one indicating
excellent progress or achievement and another indicating unsatisfactory
progress or achievement. In recent years, as report cards have been amended
to focus on student strengths, these gradations have been eliminated. Fm not
sure, however, that failing to acknowledge excellence or weakness is a healthy
trend. Instead, the lack of choices would appear to detract from teachers’
abilities to truly describe student performance; the report cards neither
emphasize the strengths of a skillful reader or writer, nor reveal weaknesses
or areas of concern for a child experiencing difficulties. In some cases, these
report cards might even prevent parents who should be concerned about
their children’s progress from being aware of problems. Even in the best case

scenarios, these report cards provide almost no in-depth information as to a
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child’s strengths, interests, or performance, other than comments the teacher
might or might not choose to write.

Literacy portfolios containing lists of books read, reading responses,
writing samples, and learner accomplishments, have the potential for
providing a much richer, more complete picture of the learner. In the
portfolios, parents can see students’ strengths, and can also work with their
child and the teacher to set goals and monitor progress. My experiences with
Robbie, one of Barb’s most challenging students, convince me that portfolios
have potential as a classroom assessment tool for even our most complex

students.

Robbie: What Report Cards Can’t Measure

“I'm a real disgrace,” Robbie announces the first week of school. The
sandy-haired rebel, clad in black Harley Davidson t-shirts, begins establishing
his image as class eccentric almost immediately. During a cooperative math
activity in September, he announces, “Karen, guess what I'm going to do this
weekend? I'm going to get a tattoo.” Gentle Karen eyes him with disbelief as
he continues, “I might get a heart or an anchor. But I don’t know if I can take
the needle.”

By the end of the first quarter, Robbie’s position in the class is well-
established. No one will lend him a pencil, because he eats the erasers. No
one wants to sit with him, because he makes rude noises. His classmates
groan in disgust when he crawls around the floor eating broken potato chips
and cookie crumbs during snack time. In December, my stomach rolls when
Robbie tells me that the gum he has been chewing all day came from the
wastebasket in the music room. Robbie seems determined to maintain this

image. “I don’t want anybody to know I'm smart,” he says to me.
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Robbie is not particularly fond of school. In a note explaining one of his
many behavioral digressions, he writes, “I hATe The schooL. RooLes Becuaes
theY eAR StoPeD” ( I hate the school because they are stupid). He puts “a kid’s
worst horror— teachers” in the bottom of a pit in a story he writes in October.
Robbie’s priorities rarely match those of Barb or his classmates. Telling me he
is “only going to do the important stuff, ” he completes about half the class
assignments. He rails against the segmented structure of the typical school
day, and chooses to stay in from recess or skip whole-group activities to work
on his own projects. “This is my working day. Once I start writing a story, 1
never stop, unless it's important work.” To Robbie, even the simplest class

routines seem made to be defied.

Robbie is Evaluated

Robbie’s January report card is bleak. Although he reads at grade level,
his performance in over half of the subcategories in reading is unsatisfactory.
Barb comments, “Robbie spends a lot of his reading time working with non-
fiction. He has been encouraged to read some ‘easy’ chapter books, but he
doesn’t follow through with recommended books.” The evaluation of
Robbie’s writing is similarly dismal. Robbie is below grade level, does not
“write responses to specific activities,” and “initiates his own writing only
when he is able to use the computer.” Handwriting and spelling “need
work!” He has “accomplished very little in class time for several weeks.”

Robbie, however, views the situation somewhat differently. Before
Barb distributes the report cards, I explain each descriptor and ask Robbie to
evaluate himself. He tells me that he is at grade level in reading, but rarely
“initiates his own reading” or “uses strategies to develop meaning.” When I

ask if he “demonstrates reading comprehension through written responses,”
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he indicates that he does not, “I never write about it,” he declares adamantly.
He believes he does, however, “choose books at an appropriate level” (“I
choose books like the encyclopedia”), “participate in group discussions,” “read
a variety of genre,” and “use reading time wisely.”

Evaluating his writing, he tells me he is above grade level, “Why do
you think I have so much stories in my files?” he declares. When asked if he
“initiates his own writing,” he says, “All the time, I choose to draw for my
stories to see if I can get better stories.” He also rates himself high on
originality, “That’s why I have stories no one else has.” He especially enjoys
sharing his writing with me, and tells me that he “revises and edits his
work,” but “the teacher checks it sometimes t0o.” He thinks that he
demonstrates an understanding of mechanical skills and also grammar. He
also believes that he “uses his writing time wisely.” Again, Robbie’s
evaluation is very different from Barb’s.

Robbie’s assessment of his work habits and social attitudes also reveals
discrepancies. When I ask about following directions, Robbie says, “Almost
always, except when I misunderstand.” Asked if he “works independently,”
he says, “In math, I have Russ help me, and I help him.” He tells me that he
always “organizes his time and materials,” “requests help when needed” and
“practices self control.” He “respects the rights and property of others,” “except
my sister’s.” He is usually attentive. Only when asked about whether he is
courteous and considerate does he hesitate. Finally he responds, “We’ll talk

about that later.”

But Robbie is a Learner...

Robbie has strengths that cannot be documented on the typical report

card. He is an avid researcher and spends reading time under a table
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examining old National Geographics. When 1 ask if he can read them, he
says, “I can’t but I look at the pictures and they tell me a lot...I like them
because they tell me lots of information.” When he’s not reading National
Geographics, he’s often in the back of the room, “picking up a few facts” from
the pictures and charts in the encyclopedias. He mulls over these facts,
analyzing and synthesizing. “Miss Wilcox, you know how people are usually
called airheads?...I think they should be called waterheads, it says in this book
that our brains are made up of 80% water...Your brain is 80% water, that gives
you twenty percent dry. I usually use the right side. You use the right side
when you play music, draw a picture, or invent things. The whole paragraph
says your brain is divided into two halves, you use the left side of your brain
when you speak or solve problems in mathematics.”

Robbie rarely reveals such depth in his written work, which is often
messy and incomplete. Most of Robbie’s writing is done with specific
audiences in mind. He writes letters to his grandparents and to a dentist and
puppeteer who visit the school. When I inadvertently crack my knuckles,
Robbie, who wants to be a doctor or scientist, decides a little medical advice is
in order, “You shouldn’t crack your knuckles purposely,” he says. I am
conferring with Jill, and don’t respond, so he repeats himself. When I still
don’t respond, Robbie decides the issue is serious enough to warrant a written
reminder and tears the corner from a piece of paper sticking out of his desk.

“YoU ShoD NoT CRAK yoUR NuKLS PRPiLY (you should not crack
your knuckles purposely),” he writes.

“Why not?” I write back.

“it cooD BRAk yOuR NucLS ”(It could break your knuckles), Robbie
responds.

I write again, “You think so? Who told you that?”
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Robbie decides to draw on a higher authority, “The in ENCyCLoPeDiA
DiD.”

I write again, “Oh yeah? I don't believe it!”

Robbie is insistent, “LooK foR yoURSeLf.”

I write again, “Is it under ‘K’ for knuckles or ‘H’ for hand?”

“K,” Robbie writes, but then he runs out of paper, so he turns to me
and says, “Actually it would be under ‘B’ for ‘Break knuckles.””

Robbie gets the “B” encyclopedia, but can’t find body. “How come it’s
not in here anymore?” he asks. I suggest he try the “H” volume. He carefully
peruses information on the human body, identifying which bones would be
part of the hand and specifically which would be the knuckles. I push him a
little and together we look up “hand.” Unfortunately, knuckle cracking is not
mentioned. Robbie, undaunted, launches into a diatribe on the evils of this

vice. Then, unsure that I am convinced, he draws an elaborate diagram.

200

ﬁeproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 6-1: Robbie’s Written Warnings and Knuckle Cracking Diagram
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Surprisingly, Robbie’s interest in writing extends into poetry. In mid-
November, he announces that he is going to write a poem and sits at the
computer through writers’ workshop, story, snack time, and recess. Finally,
almost two hours later, he is finished. Having watched Robbie play with
language for three months, I expect a masterpiece, but I am disappointed.
“Dieing,” by Robbie L., is better known as “Don’t Ever Smile When a Hearse
Goes By,” a song Robbie copied from Alvin Schwartz’s book, Scary Stories.

In March, Robbie writes a “real” poem, almost by accident. As part of a
multi-age unit on weather, Barb, the second grade teacher, asks the children
to imagine what would happen if there were no clouds. Robbie writes, “If
there were no clouds, There wouldn’t be any water. And no water, no trees,
Then there will be no air, no life on earth. It would be just another lonely
planet in the solar system.” When Barb shares the writing with me, I am
stunned by the beauty of the language, and tell him it sounds like a poem.
That night, I type his poem.

“If there were no clouds,
There wouldn’t be any water.
And no water,

No trees,

Then there will be no air,
No life on earth.

It would be just
another
lonely planet
in the solar system.”

Delighted with his newfound talents, Robbie writes two more poems the next
day and proudly glues all three into his booklet of finished writing, then
roams the building passing out copies to all available audiences. His favorite
audience is Bill, the school custodian, who also writes “in poet style.”

Robbie draws on his love of science to write in his favorite genre— the

research report. His special interests— space, the human body, and the
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ocean— are not topics in the third grade curriculum and the third graders do
not study report writing until fourth quarter, so Robbie's early reports are self-
initiated. His first report, composed on the computer, consists of one
sentence, “Erth has a poling forc coled gravity.” (Earth has a pulling force
called gravity). Turning to me, grins mischievously and says, “This story is
true but they have changed the names to protect the innocent.” Then he
returns to the computer, deletes his words, and types a new fact, “Mars was
discovered in 1966.”

In March, Robbie writes a report about the human body (See Figure
6-2). I admire his descriptive language and his use of paragraphs and
encourage him to expand his report. For days, he's been barraging me with
facts about the human skeleton— the number of bones in the body, which are
the biggest and smallest, how bones are connected— and I suggest that he
might want to include some of that information in his report. I tell him that
he could do research on the heart, stomach, bladder, and skin, and have
separate paragraphs on each organ. I show him diagrams of those organs and
ask if he'd like to draw some of his own. I bring pamphlets other third graders
have created and type Robbie's report on the computer, so he can see what it

would Jook like. Robbie, ever the rebel, resists all of my suggestions.
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Figure 6-2: Robbie’s Human Body Report
Body Facts

Blood and Skin

When you cut yourself, blood rushes to the cut or injured area. When
the blood gets there, the blood gets sticky, and when it is done, there is
something that is called a scab there.

Bones
Bones are made up by living tissue. Bones keep you from being clay.
Bones protect your body.

Organs
I am going to tell you about your organs— heart, stomach, bladder,
flesh, lungs, and living tissue.
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Robbie Evaluates

Unlike his third quarter report card, Robbie’s literacy portfolio
provides a picture of his strengths and interests. When he shares it with me
in late March, the portfolio contains approximately ten different artifacts,

most with reflections. These include:

* “Terror in the Woods” a fiction story
“I think it is the best one in third grade. Because it is the longest one
I've written.”

¢ Earlier draft of “Terror in the Woods”
“This is in here,” says Robbie, “because you wrote on this and I like
you.”

* Diagram of the hand: “I think it's neat how I drew this.”

* School rules: “I like this. It says how to make school so kids like
it... I figure it’s kind of funny, I gave it to the principal.”

* “If There Were No Water” poem
“One day we were in multi-age. We had to make a story called ‘If
There Were No Water’ so I wrote this story.”

* Spelling scores: “I got my spelling scores...It might tell people how
good I am at this.” (Because Robbie struggles continually with
spelling, I am surprised at this comment. He, however, resists all of
my efforts to pursue this discussion.)

* Reading genre chart: “My first one in reading is realistic. I got one
for that, so I'm not very much realistic reader. But fantasy I'm real
big on fantasy, so I've got three on fantasy, those are the ones I
finished, four of ‘em. One goes to realistic, three go to fantasy.
Nothing for mystery, folktale, humor, adventure, historical fiction,
science fiction, realistic fiction, oh no, no, not realistic fiction, and

he pauses, p-p-p-pot-tree (poetry).”

* A booklist from third grade: “And these are the books I've read,
Camp Big Paw, In a Dark Dark Room, Clues in the Woods, The Scary
Book.”

* Book reflection
“Bony Legs is a book. It is about a girl who goes to borrow a needle
and thread, but she got captured and she gets out. I like the book
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because it is the best one I've read in third grade, cuz it is very good,
one that I've read. I like the beginning of this story and I am now
finished.””

* Diagram of the light shoes
“‘Things we are proud of.” My invention that I invented. It is light
shoes, they are neat.”

Reviewing these artifacts, I see a child who reads and writes in a variety of
genre, loves science and technology, demonstrates his knowledge through
diagrams rather than words, uses rich and descriptive language, can retell a
story, has a good sense of humor, and has strong connections to at least one
literate mentor.

Given that Robbie’s portfolio does provide such a detailed picture of
his strengths and possibilities, I wonder whether it might not be a useful tool
for communicating Robbie’s progress to his parents. Not only does it provide
extensive information about Robbie’s learning, it also emphasizes his
strengths. Conventional evaluation systems, which view the child as a
“finished product” who “shows reading comprehension through written
responses,” “demonstrates mastery on weekly spelling tests,” “is attentive,”
and “works independently,” emphasize Robbie’s weaknesses. Perhaps, then,
we should think about how portfolios might be used as a tool for

communicating with parents.

Portfolios as a Tool for Communicating with Parents

Terri Austin, a teacher-researcher from Fairbanks, Alaska, uses
portfolios as a tool for communicating with parents (1994). Austin’s sixth
graders place all of their work in “save files.” At the end of each quarter, they
review the work in these files, select two artifacts from each subject area and

use these as the basis for writing a reflection about the quarter’s learning.
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Students are also required to solicit feedback from other adults at the school
and from their parents. Austin writes a short narrative about each child, then
collaborates with students to fill out their report cards, which are mandated by
the district. All of these artifacts are assembled in a conference portfolio.
Children rehearse their portfolios with peers and with university education
students, then on a designated night, they share them with their parents.
Austin is in the room but does not participate directly in the conferences. If
parents desire more feedback from her, additional conferences, usually with
children present, are scheduled.

Davies, Cameron, et al. (1992) describe a “three way conference” system
which poses interesting possibilities for Barb and her third graders (Also see
Marvuglio, 1994). These teacher-researchers discuss the three-way conferences

as follows:

When students, their parents, and teachers meet to discuss
children’s learning, everyone has a role to play. The children
demonstrate what they know as they share their accomplishments
and set new learning goals. The parents find out about their
children’s learning, have the opportunity to ask questions and
express their ideas, and help make plans to support their
children’s learning at home. Teachers facilitate the three-way
conversations. They support the learners and the parents by
clarifying, elaborating, and responding to specific questions and
concerns (1992, p. 25).

Teachers and students prepare for the three-way conferences in several ways.
First, the teacher establishes an environment conducive to such conferences
by building rapport with students and parents continually throughout the
year. She helps parents prepare for the conferences by sending home letters
that outline the purpose and format (See Figure 6-3). The teacher also devotes
extensive time to helping children accurately and thoroughly document their
learning in their portfolios and provides ample time for rehearsal prior to the

actual three-way conferences. She facilitates the conferences, offers her input,
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and acts as a scribe.

Figure 6-3: Sample Parent Letters

Davies, A. et al. (1992) Together is Better: Collaborative Assessment,

Evaluation, and Reporting.

MY INFORMAL REPORT TO MY PARENT(S)

Date Name

1. The most important thing in our classroom that | am trying to do well is

2. This is important to me because

3. Two things that | have done well this term are

4. One thing that | need to work harder atis ____

5. Something that | am proud about this term is _

6. My goal(s) for next term is (are)

7. Attached are some samples of my work. Please

Dear Parent(s):

This is what you can expect when you attend the three-way
parent(s)teacher/child conlerence on
at

* You and your child will have time to look over his or her collection
of work and the classroom displays and learning centers.

* You and your child will then meet with me 10 discuss your child's
strengths, any concerns, and set new learning goals for the
upcoming term,

* Your child is prepared to take an active part. There will be
opportunities for you to ask questions, make comments, or
express concerns.

. The pgrents' group has arranged to have tea and coffee available
in the library for your enjoyment following the conference.

* Ityou have any issues you wish to discuss privately with me

following the three-way conference, a sign-up sheet is
available on the table to the left of the door.

* The grade 7 Buddy Program is providing a child-minding service in
Mrs. Jones's room (117).

We beligve that a three-way conference is one important way to
support student learning. We look forward o meeting with you.

Sincerely,
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Portfolio Conferences at Pennington: Envisioning Possibilities

Robbie’s portfolio might serve as the basis of similar three way
conferences. Before each conference, Robbie could organize his portfolio to
accurately chronicle his learning for the quarter, making sure to include a
welcome letter which summarizes and points out highlights, as well as
careful, explicit reflections for artifacts in all subject areas. Perhaps Barb could
also write a short narrative, no more than 5-8 sentences describing Robbie’s

growth as she sees it. For the third quarter, she might write:

Robbie continues to display his love of science and reads almost
exclusively non-fiction. This quarter he’s been especially
interested in books about the human body. In the past nine weeks,
he has published a research report about the human body, labeled
diagrams of the hand and the tooth, and a poem about water. He’s
also written and edited two thank you letters. Robbie is excited
about the animal reports we have just started and has big plans for
drawing lots of diagrams to show what he’s learning about snakes.
I would like to see him try to read some fiction. Given his love of
science, I suspect science fiction or fantasy might be a good match,
so I'm going to ask him to try one of Bruce Coville’s Alien series.
We also continue to work on spelling and handwriting, which are
concerns for me.

Composing this eight sentence narrative would probably not take any longer
than the comments she typically writes on Robbie’s report card. Prior to the
conference, Robbie and Barb could review the portfolio, consider possible
goals, and rehearse the actual session. Robbie could also practice displaying
his portfolio for his peers and maybe older elementary students or middle or
high schoolers.

At the conference, Robbie, his parents, and Barb might begin by
reviewing the goals from the previous quarter. Robbie would share his
portfolio, concentrating especially on artifacts which indicate progress toward
his goals, and could then display other artifacts of which he is especially

proud. Robbie’s parents could make comments, ask questions, and express
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