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assessment of students' competencies with the writing process, focusing on the 
ways these issues take form in the context of large-scale portfolio assessment. The 
challenge of interpreting students' competencies with writing processes based on 
written artifacts is considerable. Purves (1992) questioned 

What is it that is assessed? How can we talk about students being better or worse 
planners, drafters, revisers, or editors7111 each case. it seem we have to lookbeyond 
the act to the result of the act: the plan, the draft, the revision, or the edited copy. @. 
113) 

Purves's words remind us that portfolio artifacts are products of processes, and thus 
artifacts can never be other than indirect evidence of writing processes that are 
inherently emergent, cognitive, and interactive. 

Indeed, despite general consensus in the literacy community about the writing 
process-as an iterative, complex experience, rather than a linear sequence of steps 
that writers must follow to achieve a product (Atwell, 1987; Dyson & Freedman, 
1991)-we remain without analogous consensus on methods for portfolio assess- 
ment of process. Perhaps reflective of the challenge, process may not be represented 
in the rubrics or the portfolio specifications developed for large-scale portfolio 
assessment (e.g., Vermont Department of Education, 1990, 1991). Programs that 
do incorporate a process component are not yet well researched-for example, the 
New Standards PmJect (Murphy, Bergmini, & Rooney, this issue; Simmons & 
Resnick, 1993; Spalding, 1995'). The principal findings available at this time come 
from studies of the Pittsburgh School District (Arts Propel) portfolio assessment 
program. Students' "use of processes and strategies for writing" are assessed with 
a six-level rubric; raters are asked to consider "eEective use of prewriting strategies, 
use of drafts to discover and shape ideas, use of conferencing opportunities to refine 
writing (peers, adult readers), and effective use of revision (reshaping, refocusmg, 
refining)" (LeMahieu, Eresh, & Wallace, 1992). Technical studies have demon- 
strated that Pittsburgh raters achieve satisfactory levels of agreement when rating 
students' uses of processes and strategies (LeMahieu, Gitomer, & Eresh, 1995). 
However, there exists no coordinated research on Pittsburgh raters' procedures for 
interpreting process evidence or on teachers' and students' understandings of the 
ways that raters interpret portfo1io evidence. 

This article addresses the need for research on the large-scale assessability of 
writing processes based on portf~lio evidence. Drawing on interviews with teachers 
and students conducted during the field trials of the portfolio program of the 
~alifornia~earning Assessment System (CLAS; Sheingold, Heller. & Paulukonis, 
19951, we compare the ways that portfolio evidence of students' competencies with 
writing processes was created in four classrooms, and we reflect on the ways that 
different kinds of portfolio evidence of writing processes may be interpreted by 
raters outside the classroom. 
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BACZKGROUND ON THE 
CLAS PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENT PROGRAM 

In collaboration with the California Department of Educahon, the Center for 
Performance Assessment of the Educational Testing Service (ETS) was engaged 
from 1992 to 1994 in the design of a standards-based portfolio component for 
CLAS. Working with educators across the state, ETS was developing a portfolio 
assessment system that could build on and support improved classroom practice, 
while also providing trustworthy information about student performance. The 
approach that evolved focused on students' demonstrating performance with re- 
spect to "dimensions of learrring" aligned with the instructional goals of the 
California state frameworks. 

In language arts, the rubric was designed to capture competency with two broad 
dimensions: fa) composing and expressing ideas and (b) constructing meaning. 
Students' competencies with process-our focus here-were among the list of 
bulleted considerations for a rater's decision on composing and expressing ideas: 

[Students] draw on various resources [italics added], including people, print and 
non-print materials, technology, and self-evaluation to help them deveIop, revise and 
present written and oral communication They engage in processes [italics added], 
from planning to publishing aid presenting; when appropriate, they do substantial 
and thoughtful revision leading to polished products. Through editing, they show 
command of sentence structure and conventions appropriate to audience and purpose. 
(Thomas et al., 1995, p. 1 I) 

Raters in CLAS trial scoring sessions were asked to consider evidence of the writing 
]process, and participating teachers were asked to help students provide that evi- 
dence. 

FOALS OF OUR STUDY 

Qur study was designed to remal issues surrounding the creation, selechon, and interpre- 
tation of proc~ss evidence in CLPS portfolios. Three questions guided our inquiry: 

1 .  Opportunities to learn: How did instructional and assessment practices 
support students' uses of resources and a range of writing processes in ways that 
enhanced the effectivenessi of their writing? We gathered evidence from teacher 
interviews and from portfolios to understand the ways that classroom contexts 
supported students' engagement with the processes of wrihng. 

2. Opportunities to produce "hard copy" evidence of learning: What kinds of 
artifacts emerged from classroc~m practices, and what potential did these artifacts 
have as evidence of students' competence with various writing processes? We 
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compared teachers' reported oppomtnities to learn (based on the interviews) with 
the hard copy artifacts in the portfolios. 

3. Students' capacities to analyze their writing processes: How did students 
explan their writing processes, either in writing or in discussions with us? We asked 
students to discuss selected piecesof portfolio-evidence, and we examined relations 
gmong their interview explanations, written reflections, and the process artifacts 
contained in the portfolios. 

From these findings, wedrew implicationsregarding thecapacity of a large-scale 
portfolio assessment program to prwide meaningful indicators of students' ccim- 
petencies with writing processes. Because we collected our data during field trials 
of a program that was never implemented, we close with regrets that the demise of 
CLAS made it impossible for us to follow these and other classrooms forward in 
t1me.l Research is needed to understand (a) how teachers and students participating 
in a large-scale portfolio assessment program can develop shared understandings 
gf the ways that evidence of writing processes is considered in the scoring and (b) 
how the pagrammatic needs for comparability of evidence can be reconciled with 
the personal needs of young writers, whose uses of processes will vary with the 
purposes and contexts of their writing. 

METHODS 

The four study classrooms (Grades 2,4,7, and 8) spanned urban, rural, and suburban 
settings. Six target students in each classroom were selected by each teacher to 
represent the diversity of ethnicity, gender, and language arts competencies (two 
high, two medium, and two low) at each school site. (See Table 1 .) Attending from 
one to three meetings over a span of 5 months, the four teachers had contributed to 
the formative design of the CLAS-ETS portfolio assessment system-the deveIop- 
ment of the dimensions of learning and the assessment guides, recommendations for 
classroom implementation, and trial portfolio scoring. Two teachers had sent their 
students' completed CLAS language arts pdrtfolios to the trial scoring session just 
prior to our visit, and the remaining two teachers were engaged with their students 
in preparing portfolios consistent with the CLAS model at the time of our visit. 

Our teacher and student interviews were refined in pilot interviews with two 
elementary teachers and six students; in addition, each of the four participating 
CLAS teachers suggested minor revisions of thestudent interview appropriate for 
their students. The interviews focu~ed on students' writing (rather than all compo- 
nents of the English and language arts dimensions of learning) and contained 
language from the dimensions of learning; Table 2contains the questions pertaining 
to writing processes of relevance to the findings reported here. The teacher 

'1n September 1994, California Governor Pete Wilson vetoed a bill reauthanzing all components of 
the CLAS Program 



TABLE 1 
Teachers and Students at the Four Study Sites- Predominant SES and Ethnicity 

- - 

Teacher Setting Grude I.eve1 Ethnicfly Note 

A~rnes Kural-suburban 
Bentley Suburban 
Cns Urban 

Ilonner Rural 

- 

2 Work~ng class Predominantly Anglo 
4 Middle class Predominantly Anglo 

7-8 ~ l g h  povcrty to Ethn~cally diverse Part~ap~anl in trial of 
mtddle class New Standards 

portfolio assessrnenl 
8 Workrng class Predominantly Anglo 

Note SES = soc~oecono~nic status. 



interview was supported by relevant artifacts (assignment sheets, editing guides, 
rubrics, sample student portfolios). The student interview was supported by writing 
from the student's own CLAS portfolio. Interviews were transcribed from audio- 
tape, and copies were made of each student's portfolio. 

Our analyses of interviews and portfolio contents were designed to be generative 
to fit the context of our study. Because the CLAS portfolio program was in its 
formative phase and the four classrooms varied markedly in characteristics, we 
viewed our data as a resource for producing frameworks for investigating what 
teachers and students understood of the CLAS dimensions of learning and the ways 
that their understandings mediated curriculum and portfolio choices. 

Following Erickson (19861, our analyses represented our search for key linkages 
in the entire data set, including interview responses from teachers and students, 
students' written reflections on their writing processes, and process artifacts. 
Erickson viewed the goal of qualitative research as the construction of a complex 
of relations among general assertions and subassertions based on evidence from 

TABLE 2 
I n t e ~ e w  Questions 

Teacher Intervrew Questions Student Inrervlew Questions 

What resources do the students draw from Where did you get the ~deas for tk-from 
to Inform - (each of the genres, your teacher, from other kids, or other 
purposes mentioned)? How do they learn books? 
to take the tlungs they know and read and 
connect these with the~r own writing? 
How are students l e m n g  to use 
resources to develop, refine, and present 
ideas? How do they show fbis gmwth in 
their portfolios? 

How are students learning lo "use a range of 
processes from planning to revising. 
editing, and presenting?" Tell me about 
the ways you implement a writing 
process approach 

Is there a piece where you did a lot of 
revision or really worked hard to change 
it? For this prece, once you had an idea, 
what did you do? Once you'd written 
something, &d your revise? How? 

How are students learning to ". .[apply] 
explint standards for judging the qualzty 
of their own and others' work?' How do 
they show this growth in their portfdios? 

What are the sources for students' 
assessments of then writing? From 
dassroom standards? How are students 
informed of these standards? Are some 
required and others negotiated? Do 

When you revise, do you use classroom 
guidelines or the responses of your 
teacher or fellow students to help you? 
How? 

Do you ever help other students 
revise--read or listen to their work and 
give them ideas? What kind of advice do 
you giw? Can you give me an example? 

students gain understandmgs of thetr 
writing from peers? How? From parents? 
How? 



multiple and varying data sources. As researchers scan their data, they develop an 
;analysis of the patterns of evidlence-connecting, for example., fieldnotes to site 
documents to audiotaped transcripts, or, as in our case. connecting what teachers 
and children said with what they wrote. 

Figure 1 illustrates our methods. Based on our analysis of a pattern of evidence, 
we claim that, although all four teachers emphasized substantive revision in the 
interviews, the student interviews and the portfolios revealed that students' under- 

General Assertion: 
Although CLAS portfolios are designed to show students engaged in "substantial 
and thoughtful revision leadmg to polished products," students' interpretive sets 

for revision were often less than the ideal. 

interpretive sets for revision 
included detailed and specific 

explications of revision processes. 

WR1: CP1: PAl: 
The idea of DAA made 

Etc. 

found in 2 other draft of h~s  

general 

rather than 
specrfic specificlally did the board.] stayed on the 

generic level.] 

IEZ WR2 CP2 PA2 

FIGURE 1 Key linkage example. CLAS = Califomla Learning Assessment System, IE = 
Interview Explanafion (stodents' m d  teachers' interview discussion with researchers); WR = 
Wntten Reflection (tbrrns or letters to teachers explaining revision), CP = Comparing Portfolios 
(comparing refiection cornmeats iunong students in the same class); PA = Process Amfacts 
(comparing draftsof specific pieces over time within one student's portfolio). FromExickson, F 
f1986). ''Qualitative Methods in Reslearch on Teaching." Adapted withpermission of Macnullan 
Library Reference USA, a Simon c 9 r  Schuster MacmilIan Company, from M. C. Wittrock (Ed ), 
HANDBOOK OF RESEARCH OY TEACHING, pp. 119-161. Copyright O 1986 by the 
American Educational Research As:;ociation. 
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standings of revision often differed from the ideal. A subassertion--one component 
of thelarger claim-was that students' analyses of theirrevisions were often generic 
in nature. We support this subassertion with several categories of evidence: In 
interviews (IEI) as well as in written reflections (WRI), students often reported 
how "we"' revise without showing haw or why they personally revised particular 
pieces; reflective writing often contained much the same content across portfolios 
(CP1); students often demonstrated substantial revision over several drafts, and yet 
their written reflection on the changes failed to capture these changes (PA1). This 
example does nat represent the full range of data and analytic methods but provides 
the reader with a taste of the diversity af our resources and our approach to 
discovering linkages across resources. 

In our search for patterns as well as discrepant cases, Shelby Wolf assumed 
greater responsibility for analysis of opportunity to learn, Mary! Gearhart had 
greater responsibility for students' opportunities to produce evidence of learning, 
and batp of us shared analysis of students. capacities to analyze their writing 
processes. However, each of us examined all evidence andchallenged one another's 
interpretations as we compiled our findings into key linkages. 

FINDINGS 

In the sections that follow, we organized our findings around our three core 
questions. Evidence of opportunity to learn is drawn from teacher interviews and 
portfolio materials. Evidence of oppomnity to produce hard evidence is based on 
our comparisons of teachers' reported practices with the artifacts we found in the 
portfolios. Evidence of students' capacities to analyze their writing processes is 
based on analyses of the student interviews and portfolios. 

A companion study based on additional data collected in the same four CLAS 
classrooms set the context for the analyses we report here (Gearhart & Wolf, 1994; 
Wolf, Davinroy, & Gearhart, 1997). Focusing on the portfolio assessment of 
students' understandings of writing purposes, genres, and audiences, we reported 
that the four participating teachers varied in their understandings of the CLAS 
dimensions in ways that helped explain the opportunities to learn that they provided 
their students as well as the opportunities their students had to produce hard 
evidence for their portfolios. We interpreted patterns in the teachers' assignments 
in the context of tensions between the "romantic" and "classical" schools of 
composition theorists (Hairston, 1986). In the romantic view, students must write 
from their own questions and emotions to make their own meaning in the world; 
in the class~caI view, students are taught to analyze many kinds of writing as a 
grounding for the~r efforts to extend their range and flexibility as writers. We 
questioned our participating teachers about the extent to which thetr interpretations 
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of purpose, genre, or audience I-eflected a relat~vely balanced perspective between 
the romantic and classical schools (the balanced perspective of the CLAS dimensions 
of learning), or whether they leaned more heavily toward either pole. We found that 
the curriculum of three teachers was somewhat more classical: Ms. Bentley, Ms. 
Cris, and Ms. Donner developecl assignments as genre studies and assigned specific 
authentic or imaginary a~dienc~es, and their students' portfolios were built on the 
teachers' assigned tables of contents. In contrast, the cuniculum of a fourth teacher, 
Ivls. Aimes, was more romantic: She placed emphasis on writing from personal 
experience, and her students' pcrrtfolios were a matter of student choice. 

We recognize that teachers' inclinations toward either the romantic or classical 
dimensions were associated with the grade level they taught. Ms. Aimes was a 
primary teacher who emphasized the need for her students to mite from personal 
experience and deemphasized genre studies, assignment-specific rubrics, and mul- 
tiple drafts. The upper grade teachers placed a strong focus on the forms and 
functions of particular kinds of writing, structured means of reflective assessment, 
and the multiple iterations necessary for young writers to accomplish effective 
pieces. We represent this association between philosophy and grade level in our 
small sample as a weave of grade level and orientation (see Figure 2): The 
orientations of the teachers in this study were neither solidly romantic nor classical, 
but each made her way toward the balanced vision that CLAS offered from the 
perspectives of her own grade level and prior philosophies. Our weave thus 
represents the possibility af association between grade level and philosophy. 
Although one might assume that Ms. Aimes held her views because she taught m 
the primary grades, ofien romantic in both philosophy of development and orien- 

CLAS 
Rornantic Dimensions Classical 

Intermediate & 

FIGURE 2 The need for a balanced vision. CLAS = Callfomia Learning Assessment System. 



tation toward instrucQon (McGill-Franzen, 1993), her emphasis on persond pur- 
posefulness is not limited only to teachers in the early elementary grades. Indeed, 
we have previously discussed a case of an upper grade teacher who was just as 
committed to a view of writing as a forum for personal purposes and just as worried 
that explicit genre instruction might dampen the spirits of his student writers 
(Gearhart & Wolf, 1994; Wolf & Gearhart, 1997). 

In this study, we expected the teachers' views of purpose, just summarized, to 
be related to their views of the process of writing, for writing processes support the 
effectiveness of a piece #or its intended purpose. The concept that purpose and 
prockss must coevolve for a piece to be effective is a very complex frame for 
viewing process, but it captures how more acdomplished writers work. For example, 
writers may begin with issues and audiences they want to address wiqin particular 
genres and forms. As they write, they are constantiy calibrating their words to 
ensure that thky are achieving their intended purpose, and they ask for advice from 
others (e.g., friends, editors, reviewers) who challenge them to refine their thinking 
euea more. Thus, a writer's--or a writing teacher's-view of purpose will be 
reflected in the ways that he or she uses particular processes in the development 
and refinement of any piece of writing. 

Opportunities to Learn Writing Processes and 
Opportunities to Produce Hard Evidence of Learning 

Table 3 outlines our findings regarding students' opporhmities to learn uses of 
resources and a range of processes and standards as guides for the analysis of one's 
writing, The table is organized to reveal the sources of our evidence: Partfalio- 
docmentad opportunities to learn were in evidence in the portfolio and were also 
discussed by the teacher in our interviews; inferview-documented only opportuni- 
ties to learn were d b n t e d  only in the interviews. The purpose of this distinction 
is to hi~hlight one: af om strategies for identifying missing evidence of learning in 
the portfolios. Lalier, we summarize our findings regarding opportunity to learn and 
then utilize the distinction between portfolio-documented and interview-docu- 
mented only evidence to consider students' opportunities to produce portfolio 
artifacts. 

Oppofiunities to [earn. From the interviews, we learned that each of the 
teachers emphasized the human resources of self, by encouraging children to 
generate their own ideas for writing, and of teacher, through their own instructional 
leads and written comments. However, all teachers placed the most emphasis on 
the influence of pee"- As Ms. Bentley commented, "They're a lot more interested 
in . . . doing a better job if they know they're going to be evaluated by their peers," 



and Ms. Donner said, "They're most interested in their peers, so they really rely on 
what their peers think and what their peers have read, and it's very effective." 

The amount and purpose of peer conferencing reflected either more classical or 
more romantic orientations. Ms. Aimes encouraged any student who was uncemn 
about his or her writing to consult another student, although she left open whom to 
consult and for what purpose: "Once in a while 1'11 have a kid that'll say 'I'm stuck. 
I need help.' Most of the time they figure it out in peer conferences." With a more 
classical view, the other teachers facilitated specific and formal strategies for peer 
response for studies of genre cbr the CLAS dimensions of learning: For example, 
Ms. Bentley guided her class In the creation of rubrics for peer evaluation when 
they were studying the persuasive letter, Ms. Chris expected peer evaluation of the 
cover letter to their portfolio, and Ms. Donner required peer response when students 
were writing to demonstrate the ability to take on varying perspectives. 

Students' uses of prose and poetry models also reflected either more classical 
or more romantic orientations. Teachers with a more classical view often taught 
genres by reading and discussirtg exemplars. As Ms. Cris explanned, "I ask the kids 
to look at the way authors use words in context, or the way they write dialogue." 
In contrast, Ms. 4imes, the teacher whose curriculum we regarded as more 
romantic, encouraged the use of wordless picture books and pattern books as "real 
comfortable support" for personal writing, support that took form as individual 
transformations of established patterns. For example, students were asked to 
translate The Important Book (Brown, 1949)-a set of ideas that children generally 
find important-into images of what was important to them personally. Students' 
uses of traditional writing resources were in evidence in all classrooms: Children 
wrote definitions for wolds, alited their spelling, and altered their word choices 
with the help of a dictionary or thesaurus. 

The opportunities to learn to use a range of processes provided in the four 
classrooms were quite extensive, and there were some strong commonalities 
across classrooms. From both the interviews and the portfolios, we learned that 
students were engaged in planning (e.g., webs, matrices, warm-ups), drafting 
(various genres written in sequential drafts), using the visual arts (e.g., sketches, 
illustrations) to accompany antd extend the written words, revising (attention to 
content changes, organization, audience, genre), and editing (attention to spell- 
ing and mechanics). To hellp students deepen their understandings of the 
interplay between purpose and process, all four teachers provided students with 
standards t~ guide the writing process-guidelines for planning, examples of 
good work or work that needs improvement, rubrics for structuring reflection 
on the qualities of good writing, checklists, and other artifacts to support final 
editing (word changes, polishing of mechanics). The teachers developed and 
used standards for processes in ways that reflected both their curriculum and 
their beliefs about students' capacities to use standards to guide planning, 
composing, revising, and editing. 



TABLE 3 
Evidence of Students' Opportun~t~es to Learn 

Kottir~rttlc Pritrtary Grade 7hcrckel' C/i~ssic(ii btterti~ediate anrl IJpper Gi'ade ?'eac/ro:v 
-.-.. ---,.- ----...-. 

Opporlurzities to tJor!ji)lio- Por!jufio- 
Learn Docurnenled Evidence a Interview Ev~dence onlyb Dncuntented Evidence a Interview Evidence onlyb 

Usc of resources Self: students' own ideas 
Teacher teachers' 

~nstruction and written 
comments 

Slrucltired models from 
prose and poetry. patterns 
in student writing match 
weIl.known patterns in 
professional writing 

Dlctiorzary and spellers 
definitions wdttcn, 
spelling edited 

Discu.~sioti of specific book 
and patterns: no audiotapcs 
of book d~scuss~ons or 
literary response journal 
entries; no attribution to 
professional sources 

I'ecw as irfiortnul resources 
no written peer co~n~ncnkary 

SPU. students' own ideas 
Tearher: teachers' 

instruction and wr~tten 
cormrienls 

Peers uv jhrinul resources. 
written peer comlnentnry 
complimenting and 
criticizing student 
work 

Generic rrrodels froru prose 
and poetry atlribut~on to 
professional wlit~ng; 
rewriting well-known 
scenes 

Dirtiun~~ol und ihe.rauru r.  
dethitions written; word 
choice altered 

Dist:itssiun vf texr.~ uc 
exemplars of particubr 
genres: no audiotapes of 
class discusnion, no double 
entry ditries or literary 
response logs that analy~e 
the craft of professional 
writers 



1-Jsr. of processes P l a ~ z m g  b:?ir,s:orining webs 
and standards wrth small pictures 

Drufling. stories, poems, 
personal narratives, usually 
limited Lo one draft and the 
final copy 

IJslng the vzsuul arts. sketches 
and crayon drawrngs that 
accompany and extend the 
written tcxt 

Revislng minor attention to 
content changcs 

Editing. checklists for student 
editing wrth focus on 
mechanics; teacher edrting of 
mechanics on first drafts 

Reflection on growth us a 
writer. studcnts' letters to 
teacher about contents of the 
portfolro listing favonle 
pieces and discussing growth 
In generalized ways 

Peer conferenclng no written 
peer feedhack; no 
self-reflectrve writing to 
indicate that peer critlclsrn 
was taken Into account 

Gmup share. no audro- or 
videotaped presentations, no 
"Aothor's Day" it~vitations; 
no overheads su~nniarizing 
class discussion of a 
particular piecc 

leuchcr conference on 
re!ll.F!on: fie wntten cxhc:.:::, 
of studcnts' wrrting other 
than general conutients like 
"Good job'" or "Try aga~n!" 

Pccr cortference on revision. 
no written commentary from 
pcers 

'Portfolio art~facts rn ev~dencc. h ~ o  portfol~o artrkcts that document teachers' reports 

Planning toprcal maps, 
matrices, warm ups 

Drafting. stories, poems, 
personal narratives, and 
expos~tion usually in 
multiple drafts in forlnal 
sequencc 

Using the vrsxul arts: draw~ngs 
and three dimensional 
artwork to accompany 
written texl 

Revising: some self-, peer, and 
+,.^^L^" ..w^-*:^- a -  ...-- L - . - I  
L * Y C I ' b L  L L L L b I I L I U I I  L U  L U l l l O l l l  

changes, often guided by 
ass~gnment-specific analyl~c 
rubrics 

Editing: self-, peer, parcnt, and 
teacher critic~sm of spelling 
and mechanics, often guided 
hy edit~ng checklists 

Reflection on growth as u 
writer student wnt~ng that 
sets goals for addressing 
critic~srn, students' 
explanations of portfolro 
sclection cholces 
highlrghting hvonte pieccs, 
a few portfolio entries 
explor~ng process 

Oral peer refection no 
audiotapes 01 "extended 
conversations" analyzing 
students' work 

Arrulyzmng writlng: no 
overheads summan~ing class 
d~scussions analyzing 
student or professional 
writing 

Undcrstaruling di$%erenccs 
helwecn revision and 
editing. little subslantive 
content revision beyond 
word substitut~on (although 
teachers said studcnts 
understood the differences 
wcll) 
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Thus, to organize their prewriting and "brainstorming," the students in Ms. 
Aimes's more romantic classroom were encouraged to draft webs and suns con- 
taining a large category in a center circle and then lines leading outward indicating 
subcategories-for example, birthdays in the center circle with lines for pkza, 
fn'ends, and other subtopics accompanied by small illustrations. 

We talk about brainstorming ... that you just get everything out that you 
b o w ,  and it's a way to start thinking.. . . I"m not sure at this point yet how 
many of them actually then look at [their prevvriting] when they go to [write]. 
although I make sure that they have all the papers back when they're writing 
their rough draft. 

Ms. Airnes encouraged webs and suns but did not require their use as resources for 
the writing; her standard was, "It helps to think ahead." 

The more Classical teachers were more likely to engage students in partlcular 
writing strategies-a required series of phases or number of drafts, peer response 
to a draft guided by a prepared set of questions, peer and self-assessment using a 
rubric-as well as reflection on the writing process. We found a greater range of 
artifacts in the portfolios, reflecting a more formal curriculum for process phases 
and strategies, as well as greater consistency in process documentation. At the 
elementary level, Ms. Bentley designed detailed guidelines for most assignments. 
Thus, she viewed the objectives for a persuasive letter assignment as the "de- 
velop[ment of] an understanding of writing persuasive letters using the writing 
process." To carry out this goal, she gave students directions to follow a specific 
set of steps, including '"Note-taking jbrain~tormin~), Published forms for planning, 
Parent editing of rough draft, Final draft and evaluation." She and her students also 
designed an end-of-assignment rubric used throughout the year that placed empha- 
sis on both content Wreative, Descriptive, Use of Prior Knowledge") and mechan- 
ics ("'keatc~r~anized, Followed Directions, Spelling, PunctUation/Sentence~'~)~ At 
the cpndusion of many assignments, students were asked to compare their scores 
with those of their peers and Ms. BenEley CLIIow do you compare what you think 
you deed to improve on? Or what are you proud of?"). 

The middle school teachers fostered an understanding of writing as an ongoing 
process, and thetkfore multiple drafts and content =visions were commonly re- 
quired. As Ms. Cris explained. "At the beginning of the year, they'll hear me say 
really ridiculous things like, Tou'il never write anything once.. . . You're never 
done."' Ms. Cris devised a variety of strategies to support students' approaches to 
revision. For example, she "encouragefd] them to draw lines through their errors 
and not e r y ,  because I often like to see what it was they chose to take out.. . . 
[Sfome of them . . . think a sign of growth is that they erase less on the next draft." 
To encourage student reflection on the writing process, she trialed a method from 
the New Standards Project, an opportunity to choose a "Process Entry" and reflect 
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in writing on the original idea ("How did you get started?"), emergent composing 
('%ow did you go about the writing of it? How did y our ideas change?'), challenges 
("'What were the hardest decisions?"), major revisions ("What were the biggest 
c:hanges?"), and evaluation of the finished piece ("What do you think about how 
the piece turned out?'). 

The very idea of revision was a difficult concept for Ms. Donner's students: 
";Because I find at this age, .. . they just struggle against revision. They like it the 
way it is the first tirne."Concerned, she challenged her students with the standard 
ccf 'cshowing" writing for every assignment-writing that utilized the five senses in 
specific ways. 

I said, "I want you to be different; I want you to really focus on making 
changes that are better, instead of just changes." . . . What they had to do is 
say exactly what they changed. And some of them said, "I changed the word 
Yrog' to 'toad' in paragraph two, and I spelled 'their' correctly." And those 
were okay, but I told them that I was looking for more.. . . If they didn't do 
much "showing" writing, 01 didn't take advantage of what other students 
said, then I didn't award anything. 

Ms. Donner hoped that her press for showing writing would move her students 
beyond the kinds of local chan,ges that were typical in CLAS portfolios she had 
reviewed from other classrooms. 

Qpportunities to produce ~~ott#olio evidence of processes. Comparisons 
cbf the opportunities teachers reported in their interviews with the evidence of 
processes contained in the portfolios revealed gaps between what students were 
learning to do with text and the available hard copy evidence of their learning. 
Consider documentation of students' uses of textual resources. Although the more 
classical teachers described to us the texts they used as exemplars of particular 
genres and the more romantic teacher explained her use of specific books, none of 
the teachers placed emphasis on students' documentation of these resources, and 
thus, in the portfolios, texts were unpredictably named and their uses rarely 
analyzed in students-tin&. A child's use of text can range from a slim fragment 
of character or setting description to a heavy borrowing of entire chunks of text 
CWolf & Heath, in press). With little or no documentation of the child's uses of 
texts, raters' evahations would thus depend solely on their knowledge of literature. 

A pattern emerged of imbaiance of opportunities to select evidence across the 
range of writing processes. Evidr:nce of editing was far more abundant and fareasier 
to iqterpret than evidence of the kinds of complex, content-based planning and 
revi~ion processes emphasized in the CLAS dimensions. The forms teachers 
borrowed or created to support writing processes-and consequently, the artifacts 



that made: their way into the portfolios-often focused on surfaceediting and looked 
more like the artifacts of past skills-based cunicula than, the balanced perspective 
advocated by CLAS-ETS. Thus, use of texts as resources and models and revision 
processes that teachers reported supporting and that students reported utilizing were 
underrepresented m the portfolios. The documentation that did exist was often 
teacher structured in problematic ways. For example, in analyzing his or her 
pbnning or content rev~sions, a student mlght parrot a closed prompt ('Yes, I did 
include prior knowledge"') or provide rn undeveloped response to an open prompt 
1'1 will write .ewe next time'")that left us wondering about the student's conception 
of a substantive response. Thus, the portfolio evidence we found was often a 
distortion of the richer opportunities for writing processes provided in the class- 
room. 

We recognize that the CLAS p e r a m  was new and the teachers' experiences 
with the dimensiobs were brief, but inexperience was only one source for this 
imbalmee of evidence. Another source was the teachers' philosophic commitment 
to particular roles for teachers and students in the context of composing. The 
teachers had different views of the teacher's rule in promoting growth in authorship, 
and their phitosoph~es motivated their choices to impose (or not) or request (or not) 
particular forms of documentation from students. Indeed, what was absent in the 
portfolios was sometimes the by-product of wdl-motivated practices in the class- 
room, and thus, there were conflicts between the needs for portfolio evidence and 
pedagogical practices. 

Consider the more romantic classroom. Ms. Aimes provided a specific support 
structure for writing (e.g., webs), but whether a child used that support later was a 
matter of personal artistic preference. Her pedagogy-thoughtful1 grounded in her 
frmework for primary-level writing-had consequences for the evidence her 
students had available at the time ~f portfolio construction. A student might choose 
to include a web or sun that he or she had never actually used; a student, might 
choose to yxclude a web or sun that he or she hadeyentuaily decided was irrelevant. 
A dil Inma for portfolio assessment emerges if the score is intended to reflect an f 
indiv~dual student's competence with the writing process: HOW could arater discern 
how a child from Ms. Aimes's room used (or decided not to use) a web or sun? 

Ms. Aiyes also provided students with opportunities to solicit or proqide peer 
input during the; planning or composing of a piece, consistent with the value that 
the CLAS dirne~sians of b a i n g  placed on students' understandings af the roles 
pf peers as readers. Yet, these opportunities were qever documented. Ms. Aimes 
bad not devised a way to provide evidence of the complex processes of working 
thropgh a piece with a peer, discussing possibifities, and setting down next steps; 
as a rdsulti, she did not have much knowledge of how these conferelices livere 
yaryng: "Honesfly 1 have not sat down and listend to them. I don't know." Thus, 
the portfolios contained no mifacts reflecting the processes and oummes of p r  
c~nferencing md '@oup share3'-a whole-class meeting in which one student. r e d s  



his or her story and the other st~udents "tell back" what the author has read, make 
critical commentary, "and then offer suggestions or ask questions." However, Ms. 
Aimes d ~ d  require that students use standard artifacts for editing: "They know that 
there's a difference between what they do in group share, when they're asking for 
advice and feedback, and what  hey do when they have to fill out this sheet." The 
edit sheet centered on punctuati~on, spelling: and the kinds of grammatical errors 
that are often targeted when a paper is read aloud. 

In the more classical rooms,  here was greater l~kelihood of portfolio documen- 
tation at all phases of the writing process. However, the existence of such 'managed 
~~ortfolios" raised countervailing concerns that a teacher's imposed procedures for 
~~ortfolio documentation may ot~scure rather than reveal students' use of processes 
and their understandings of process. 

Consider the documentation we found in Ms. Bentley's portfolios. With the 
support of either a published or a class-constructed rubric, the fourth graders in Ms. 
Igentley's class were prov~ded with opportunities to reflect 011 the processes of 
creating almostevery writing assignment, Midwriting self-evaluations were usually 
supported with published rubrics, most of whlch focused more on mechanics than 
content. In the "self-evaluation master" on "Writing a Persuasive Letter," the 
rnajority of the 17 questions dealt with issues of form, spelling, and neatness: "Did 
I use the correct form for a letter? Did I spell all words correctly? Did I copy my 
11~ter  neatly and correctly?" The four that dealt with content were yes-no choices 
Chat remained on the surface of writing-on the outward features of particular 
g,enres, rather than on the more complex uses of language to achleve these features: 
"Does the body of my letter begin with a topic sentence? Does my topic sentence 
give my opinion? Are all the reasons for my opinion clear? Do I have a strong last 
~entence?' Students' responses made evident the limitations of such yes-no ques- 
ttons as prompts for process assessment: Even the "best" writers in the class 
responded by p m t i n g  back the questions, "Yes, there is a strong last sentence" 
CBSL, student writing, n.d.), providing no portfolio evidence of what was under- 
stood. 

Ms. Bentley expected her students to carry forward to the composing of the next 
assignment what they had learned from evaluative feedback at the completion of 
the prior assignment, scaffolding transfer by encouraging students to consider 
similar issues in each evaluation. I-Iowever, repetition of these evaluation compo- 
nents across assignments appeared to encourage students' use of language directly 
f1:om the rubric, to the neglect OF an analysis of the ways that the rubric applied to 
the processes of composing a specific piece of writing. For example, one student 
filled out a "My Portfolio and hfe" paper, saying that she chose her miner's letter 
fur a "Showcase Piece'' because " a It is creative, descriptive; (b) it has use of prior f.1 
knowledge; and (c)  I followed &rectionsm (BMK, student writing, ad.). Thus, 
BMK's written ~flect ion centered more on imitating set goals (the class rubric) 
fhan establishing personal understandings of process or quality. 
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In the middle school grades, Ms. Cris was struggling to find ways to encourage 
reflective processes without reducing processes to rigid routines or requiring 
burdensome written analyses. 

A lot of kids complain . . . , "When you wantus toreftect, it's dwaysin writing, 
always in writing, always in writing." And the thought oecmed to me that 
if you have a student who does not write well, who does not like to write, and 
then you insult him after he's created the piece to write a reflection-how 
ridiculous. So I decided . . . [to] restructure om whole school portfolio process 
to do what we call student reflections goups, where they come toqether with 
a set of three questions, which they design themselves, to present to their 
poup and get feedback in an oral fashion, and they mitedown the comments 
hat are mqde about how to improve their work or revise it. 

Ms. Cris's decision, designed to benefit students, had an unintended consequence 
for external portfolio assessment: The oppclrtullities that Ms. Cris provided for 
studknt reflection were impossible for us to track in the portfoIios. The conversa- 
tions of the reflections groups were captured only in cryptic notes: "'Do you think 
I met up to the expectations [of the assignment]?" 'Tou're kinda in there. Put more 
into it and you'll be there.'"To me, I think youmisse$ meeting just barely. hprove 
a few mistake and you'll meet." In this case, a teacher's thoughrf~1Iy motivated 
classroom practices limited the evidence of processes available for students' 
portfolios. 

Summary: opporfffnik'es to barn processes and oppot?funifies to produce 
portfolio evidence. All four teachers provided students with opportunities to 
learn and to use a variety of resources, processes, and standards when composing 
their work, but they differed in the writing strategies and standards taught as we11 
as in their approaches to supporting the production of portfolio evidence. D~ffer- 
ences could be explained in part by teachers' philosophic commitments to more 
romantic or more classical treatments of the writing process, which were often 
integrated with their goals for the grade level they taught. The more romantic 
(primary) teacher assured us that rich and varied activities supported her students' 
writing (e.g., literary analysis, peer coderemes) and were a part of her daily 
classroom lifq. Yet, she felt that the docvmentation of such a classroom life was 
either beyond the capacity of her children or beyond her own ability to track. On 
the other hand, the mare classical teachers were likeiy to impose formal and 
docu~entedrequirements for writing processes; however, tbe middle school teach- 
ers then struggled to find a balance between the potential benefits of imposed 
requirements and the needs for young writers at times to write without documerzting 
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every phase. There were also patterns across all classrooms: Portfolios were more 
likely to conmn documentatior~ of ed~ting than planning or content revisions. In 
addition, students' written reflections as well as peer responses were likely to be 
vague or unexplicated repetitions of classroom standards ('Yes, I used . " ) .  The 
latter finding raised questions about students' understandings of reflecbon and 
analysis as a genre and of the ways that reflective writing can provide evidence of 
processing, issues that we turn to in the next section. 

Students' Capacities to Anahfze Their Writing Processes 

Over the course of a year, the students we studied prepared evidence for their 
portfolios. In this section, we consider students' understandings of the ways that 
portfolio evidence reveals what. students know and can do with text. We asked: 
How do students analyze evidence of their writing processes? 

As depicted in Figure 3, in inost models of portfolio assessment, evidence of 
vtriting processes consists of dated artifacts linked to the various phases of the 
writing process (e.g., pIanning webs or suns or outlines, dated drafts showing 
changes and editing) and explani%titions of revisions (e.g., written reflections or notes 
from oral discussions); a rater's task is to make inferences about students' compe- 
11:ncies based on relations among all these sources. In our interviews, we did not 

STUDENT 

ARTIFACTS 

webs, outlines], 
dated drafts 

showing changes 

PLANATIONS 

reflections (e.g., 
letters to reviewers). 

FIGURE 3 Portfolio evidence of processes produced by the student and interpreted by the 
rater. 



284 GEARHART AND WOLF 

TABLE 4 
Studyts' interpretive Sets for Revision 

Interprettve Set Charactenstrcs 

Little analysis of reviston in terms of Focus on external consequences (grades, praise, 
content and purpose and little analysis of global criticism, friendship) 
readers Focqs on editing of mechanics and on neatness 

Little analysis of readers as helpful resources 
Few or no content changes in successive drafts 
Absence of technical language far any content 

qhanges in specific pieces of wnting 
Vague and lnexpllc~t analyses of revlsion Ckater focus on the number of iirafts than the 

con,tent changes therein 
Little analysis of readers as helpful resowes 
F'ey or no content changes in successive drafts 
Abseny of technical language for any content 

Changes in specific pieces of writing 
Reference to the use of peer response without 

explicatiot& suggesting the provision or use of peer 
psponse was mope ot less an exercise 

Few content changes in successive drafts 
Use of t$cwcal language when explaining revisions. 

but not Gnked to changes made in the 
ppcific piece b e i i  discussed 

Expl~cations of rev~slon processes Use of technical h @ a g e  to explain methods. 
concepts, or standards used to revise and refine 
the ebntent of a specific piece of writing 

~vi+n$ of content changes in successive drafts 

Genenc analyses of revis~on without 
explication 

ask students to consider all evidence but instead focused our interviews on dated 
drafts of specific pieces, considering processes of content-based revision that can 
improve the effectiveness of a piece for its intended purpose.z We then analyzed 
relations between students' discussions of their draft revisions and the process 
artifacts related to those pleces in the portfolios. 

The primary outcome of our analyses is a scheme for characteriz~ng the prevail- 
ing patterns of explanations that students provided either in their written reflections 
or in their interview responses (Table 4). Reflecting the ways that students talked 
or wrote about revision of particular portfoIio pieces, these four categories organize 
the findings we report, as well as our reflections on the "'assessability" of written 
explanations of process. 

'The quality of the portfol~o evidence challenged the conduct of our inte~iews as well as our 
analyses As we have reported, the portfol~os produced during the inttial CLAS field trials were often 
m~sslng trace artifacts, particularly those linked to content revisions, and students' reflective wriung 
about process was often ciyptic or repetitive. 
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Little analysis of revision in terms of content and purpose and little 
analysis of readers as resources. Some students talked to us or wrote about 
r~:visions of portfolio pieces wl~h little reference to the content of the writing or to 
the ways that readers' responsas could be resources for content revisions. The 
lengthier or more forceful the response, the more concerned we were about the 
student's capacity to analyze the content of his or her revisions. 

Some of the responses that fit. the pattern of "little analysis" focused on external 
consequences of grades, global reactions, or friendship. Consider the worries of 
C:FR and CPB about grades. CI3R explained to us, "If you revise it, you'll get a 
E~etter grade," a view he presented within his portfolio as well: 

I wrote these piece because I wanted to get a good grade and that was the 
assignment. My language teacher and some of me pears. The friends liked it 
and my teacher like it. I got ii good grade and she told me some ways that I 
can try it and meke it better. (CFR, student writing, December 3,1993) 

Like CFR, CPB viewed "getting: the grade" as the goal: He considered revision as 
a punishment for a poor first draft ("I really follow her strict directions because I 
thought she would be mad at me ~f I didn't. I thought I'd have to do it over or stuff '). 
Demonstrating tittle evidence 1:hat he pursued his revisions in ways that were 
grounded deeply in the purpose of his piece, he commented that revisions that did 
not result in a good grade could be most frustrating: 

I revised [my first book report] because I didn't follow directions very well 
qnd I still ended up with a 1.5 'cause I didn't read the directions the first time 
md I wasn't getting it so I kept going and going and I dldn't really get a good 
grade. 

Other students discussed thr: generic reactions of peers or teachers without 
considering the specific ways that their responses provided useful perspectives on 
specific drafts. ASJ viewed peers as "people who tell me what they like: . . . They 
say, 'The illustrations are really good and I like the part about' whatever." DHH 
was more concerned about teachers as "people who tell me what they don't like: 
. .. When I showed [this piece] to her she's, like, 'This is way too long, You're 
supposed to ask me first'. So she started x-ing out the th~ngs that I wouldn't need 
in my final draft." Althoulgh we noted that Ms. Donner's response served to 
transform DISH'S first draft from a series of tell and said to dialogue. DHH 
interpreted her response more as a personal affront. 

Other responses that fit the pattern of little analysis focused on editing of 
mechanics and on neatness of the work, even when students were free to assess 
their own or their peers' writing in more substantwe ways. This focus on surface- 
level editing was quite common. For example, one student who consistently 
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self-evaluated her work in terms of neatnessreceived virtually the same evaluation 
from peers on one assignment: n r e e  out of four peers commented that her work 
was "a little messy"; displeased with her final grade, she lamented, "I did not know 
that we were going to pass it around. I would have done it neater!" (BMK, student 
writing, December 10, 1993). As another example, when BSL completed an 
open-ended prompt on her "'Favorite Showease Piece" form, she wrote, "I like it 
because My writing is neat, discriptive, and welt graded" (BSL, student writing, 
November 29,1993). 

Vague and inexplicit analyses of revision. There were occasions when 
students wrote about or discussed revisions of a piece at length, yet, despite their 
investment in tbeir piece, it was difficult to glean what they understood about the 
ways they had revised it. Absent was theuseof technical Ianguage for characterizing 
the processes of revision, as well as any analysis that made explicit reference to 
sections of the text. Such vague explanations raised dilemmas for us when the 
re~isions~themselves were more substantial than 'the student's explanation of them. 

CFR, for example, focused more on the number of times he attempted to revise 
the organization of his community service piece than he did on the content changes 
therein; missing technical language for describing his content revisions, CFR's 
explanation did not convey deep understanding of the ways that pieces can be 
substantially reorganized: 

I picked this report [for my portfolio] because I knew this was the best one I 
did all year . .. it's good because I took my time and wrote it and then I 
recopied like three times before I put it in here.. . . All the paragraphs had 
different beginnings.. . . This is my first one. Second, third, and then I had 
wrote it different and put the paragraphs in a different way.. . . Because as I 
looked through all this right here, it dicln't sound as good as this one did right 
here. Then I had some of my friends read it over and the next day I wrote this 
which was better than all these.. . . Because I know that if you revise it, you'll 
get a better grade. 

His written reflection was no more revealing of his content revisions: 

Well at first I didn't write what I wanted to so I messed up a couple of times. 
I learned that I need community [service] no[t] just for school but many other 
reasons.. . . My biggest changes was I had to move the paragraphs around so 
it would look right. (CFR, student writing, ad.) 
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However, we found greater evidence of competency with content revisions when 
we compared his drafts of this p:[ece. From the first draft, which contained scattered 
paragraphs about his community service, he shifted to a more organized series of 
paragraphs. He began by framing the expectations for community service at his 
school, then explained his per!jonal service to his grandmother (he cleaned her 
garage), and finally closed with how his involvement in community service could 
help him get into college. We were left with a dilemma for assessment of process: 
Neither his interview comments nor his written reflection suggest that he was able 
to explain his content revisions e:ffectively, but there was some evidence of capacity 
to revise in his drafts. We are 11:ft uncertain of CFR's understandings of revision, 
his competence with revision, and his competence with the genre of analytic 
reflection. We are also left in the dark about when and where CFR might have 
gotten assistance on his work, whether from peers, his teacher, or his own self-re- 
flection. 

Generic analyses of revision without explication. Some students used 
the vocabulary of the writing process in ways that were largely external to any 
specific piece of writing. Some students might characterize revision or the role of 
peer response in ways that were consistent w~ th  their teacher's expectations but not 
articulate the links between their particular purposes for writing a piece and the 
processes they used to accomplish the writing. ASA, for example, explained the 
role of a "conference" in her ~l~assroom, and she cited generic questions that she 
asks "somebady" on these occasions: 

If I get really stuck in school, I have a conference with somebody and ask 
them if you could help get this other part that I need to work on.. . . If they 
say, "yeah," then you go down and sit on the rug. I say, "I don't know what 
I should write next, can you help me on my next part?' (ASA, student writing, 
n.d.) 

Examples from another student, BMK, reveal three different features of generic 
explanations. In the first example, BMK analyzes the processes she used when 
composing her persuasive l ee r ,  referring only to the assignment requirements, 
providing no convincing evidence that any of the steps or resources she used were 
helpful to her: 

I started to do a page caled l?lanning my Peruasive letter. It helped me alot 
because I got to think about what I was going to write. Then I worte my rough 
draft and used the ideas fr~nn when I wrote on my Planning my Persuasive 



Letter. Then I started to do my finBy copy and when I was done Mrs. Bentley 
said its great. Then I was happy. 

In the second example, BMK uses the first person plural (we) to refer to typical 
revision practices in her classroom without reference to their application to specific 
revisions, even though she is asked to analyze her methods of revising a specific 
assignment: "What I did: Thefirst thing we  did was to cluster our ideas for getting 
organized." Thus, her individual purposes and processes become submerged in a 
generalized pattern that everyone was to follow. This same example reveals a third 
pattern discernible only in situations in which portfolio readers have access to 
portfolios from the same classroom: We found an exact duplicate of BMK's 
"cluster" sentence in two other students'p~rtfo1ios (BSL and BGL) for the same 
assignment; b e  believe that the description of process may have been written on 
the board and copied by the students. 

'#en we talked with students about the roles of peers, we heard many generic 
reports of what we (or yorc) do when we respond to a peer's writing or revise on the 
basis of a peer's response. Notice how the following two examples (the first from 
BMJ, the second from DCN) reveal little about the ways either of these students 
was seeking and using peer response to accomplish particular purposes in his or 
her writing. 

We correct the kids' work a lot. So when we do it, they just-sometimes we 
write notes what you cou1d"ve done this better, and then they give us a grade 
qnd tell us why and all that. 

It helps you [to] change something before you have to turn it in. Like you ask 
somebody, "Do you like this? And if you don't, what should I change?" 

Reflections and responses that we class~fied as generic cannot be taken as evidence 
of lack of understanding; students who provided a generic response to our interview 
questions or to a teacher's reflective prompt might have elaborated further if either 
of these contexts had been better crafted to support their reflective analysis of the 
ways that they had revised a piece of text. This category serves to demonstrate that, 
without exphcation, generic responses may seem to be minimally analyzed repeti- 
tions of what teachers tell students about the value of revision or of peer response. 

We were challenged by cases of generic explanations that did not explain a 
student's revisions, much as we were in our efforts to reconcile CFR's vague 
explanation with his more substantial content revisions (presented earkier). Con- 
sider the case of DDA's "five senses" assignment. In his first draft, DDA wrote an 
exceedi&ly briefdescription of an athlete named George "who played every sport." 
Althou~h the assignment asked students to create images using the fivesenses. there 
was nothing in his initial single paragraph that would indicate his understanding of 
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this concept. In response to DDA, one student wrote: "You may want to use your 
senses. Maybe you want to tell about a certain event." The second peer wrote: "You 
need to use your senses. Tell more about George playing a certain sport. What did 
George look like and what wa:; his favorite sport." DDA's letter to Ms. Donner 
summarized these points, and his next draft included additional events and im- 
ages-a description of George's long jump event, a football game where George 
made the final touchdown, the smell of hot dogs in the rur, the deafening noise of 
the crowd, and the touch of the athlete's shirt soaking with sweat. In his final 
reflection on the piece, the student wrote: 

My favorite warm-up is, "He was a great athlete." The reason T liked this 
warm-up is because this was about a boy who loves to play sports and I think 
it kind of relates to me because I love to play sports. In this warm-up, I learned 
that responses really help yaur story a lot. The story also helped me put my 
five senses in and make the story interesting. My story was apara[graph] long 
and with the responses I made it a full page. (DDA, student writing, n.d.) 

IDDA mention@ that he made revisions that not only increased the length of his 
piece but helped him make newfound connections between George and DDA 
himself. Still, his reflection did not otherwise reveal what were substantive content 
changes reflecting his peers' specific advlce. 

Based on our analyses of cases of generic student reflection, we came to 
recognize the potential of reflective writing to support a rater's effort to produce a 
coherent evaluation. We do not argue that inclusion of a written explanation ensures 
a rater's valid interpretation; a student's analytic writing about process is a genre 
that itself requires practice and support and can itself be assessed (although this 
assessment is not a simple or straightforward process). Our point is that, although 
~eflqctive writing cannot provide complete evidence of students' understandings 
and competencies, such writing; serves a critical function within the collection of 
portfolio artifacts (Figure 3). 

Explications of revision processes. Students' extended explanations of 
their revision processes provided compelling evidence of the ways they went about 
linking purpose with process as they attempted to revise and refine a plece of 
writing. In these explanations, students brought technical language to bear on 
analyses of specific changes thait they had made in portions of a text: 

[In our interview, CAA selected and read a piece that she ~:hought needed 
further work.] I described too much, I think. And I really didn't get on to the 
story. [We asked, "And what does that do to the reader, do you think?" I 
thmk it really bores the reader, and while I'm writing, though, as a writer, 



you don't really notice all these thngs . . . then maybe when you look at it, 
you look hack and see one page fulI of just description. Description, I need 
to cut something out. 

[In an interview with another stvdent, BSL, we asked, "Now is there a piece 
in your portfolio where you really feet like you worked really hard to change 
it?"] In the Belize letter-well I kept an wondering how to start this . . . and 
I kept on changing my mind. In the end I came up &th: "I think you should 
try hard to protect the rain forest. I did this because at the rate the rain forest 
is getting cut down, it will not exist in 8 years."' 'Cause that is like really tense, 
because I think, '"Oh my gosh this thing won't exist in 8 years" and when 
yau"re on, in the letter it says we can--"maybe we can not survive without 
it because it's considered the lungs of the world." 

In these examples, students did not use the generic we and did not imply that certain 
steps in the process '%ad toY'bedone. Instead, they usdl ,  making intensely personal 
claims for themselves as writers as they discussed specific revisions needed to keep 
a particular audience engaged. Thus, CAA realized that her lengthy descriptions 
could belabm her piece. and BSL realized that to persuade her formal and powerful 
audience (the King of Belize) she had to struggle with her writing, a process that 
made her feel "tensey"--a word that displayed her engagement and effort. As RSL 
explained, she pointed to particular places where she accomplished her goals, 
rematking on the highly visual metaphor, the h g s  of rhe work$ as well as places 
where she labored ('Well I kept on wondering how to start this"). 

Qese explanations made explicit references to revisions in the drafts; the 
students provided tak about writing and about their understandings. demonstrating 
their attention to process md refleetion. The close relation in these cases between 
stidents'intervieiv reflections and the content of their revisions in the dated drafts 
shows the potential for young writers to dose the Imp of evidence shown in 
Figure 3. The artifacts of their writing are referenced in their reflections about the 
processes of their work their reflections promise to influence the planning of future 
writing. Yet, it is critical to remember that these examples of clear explication on 
the iart of the students came from our portfolio inte~iews-c2iscussions that 
provided students with enhanced opportunities to reflect on their revision processes. 
We found no reflective writing bearing on these pieces in the students' portfolios 
an8 no audiotapes of reflective discussions with peers or teachers. Raters of these 
portfolios would not Ixa.ve had the benefit of aur conversations with these children, 
and thus, without evidence af reflection, the lzrters had no access to students' 
reflvtive insights into their own writing processes, If portfolios are to be utilized 
as evidence of shidentshses of writing processes, it may be critical that some 
portfolio entlries include students' analytic reflection, whether written or recorded 
in some ather: way. 
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An aside: Peer response. We just reported that much of students' reflec- 
tive writing about processes was either vague or generic in character. The same 
pattern was characteristic of peers' written responses; rarely were these responses 
explicitly relevant to the intent and techniques of a particular piece of writing. This 
frnding concerned us in that in all four classrooms, peer response was the impetus 
f l ~ r  most revision. Because a writer's revisions emerge, in part, as 1-esolutions of 
t~:nsions between the writer's intent and a reader's suggestions, if the suggestions 
are not helpful, the writer may be left uncertain how to proceed. 

we noted that patterns of response differed for weaker writers and for stronger 
writers. CFR, a writer who was struggling, received comments kompeers that were 
elliptical at best: "To me I think you missed meeting [the expectations] just barely. 
Improve a few mistakes and yoi.1'11 meet." When it came time to fill in a response 
to the question, "Based on the responses from my group critique, I will , "  CFR 
left it blank. In contrast, CAA, avery engaged writer, received responses suggesting 
Seelings of intimidation. One peer responded as follows to CAA's letter to residents 
~f Los Angeles: "Advise the wnLter what you think he or she mi;:ht do to make it a 
kletter letter: She should write clearly and not use high-class uocabulaty words." 
In writing about how to improve the letter (a requirement), CAA resignedly said, 
"I can make it have more down to Earth vocabulary.'' 

We came to see the blanks in process reflections of the weaker students and 
the grudging revisions of the stronger students as metaphors for the helplessness 
c+r frustration they may have felt when faced with responses that provided no 
suggestions for improvement of a specific piece. We became concerned that 
pedagogies that rely heavily on peer response may produce inquities in oppor- 
tunities for helpful critique. Clur focus here, however, is on assessability of 
portfolios that contain work guided primarily by peer response. How can raters 
ascertain a student's capacity to benefit from critique if the student rarely 
receives it? 

Summary. From evidence in student interviews and portfohos, we con- 
structed a fi-wework for analyzmg the ways that students reflect on their revisions 
cd specific pieces of writing. We found that students rarely analyzed their writing 
processes orally or in writing in  ways that provided compelling evidence of their 
understandings of revision. Although some conversations with students demon- 
strated substantive analysis of revision, for the most part students 'explained revision 
in generic terms as something they just had to do, rather than a process that would 
allow them to accomplish and enhance their purpose for writing a specific piece. 
We considered the relation between students' capacities to revise and students' 
understandings of the genre of explication both from the point of view of the student 
(what does the student know artd what can he or she do?) and of the rater (what 
evidence does the rater have of either?), and we became increasingly aware of the 



critical role of evidence provided by student's self-reflections on process. Without 
a student's own guiding analyses, we were left on our own to tracechanqes a student 
made across a series of drafts, a process that was complex and unlikely to be within 
the capactty of a rater pressed for time. 

SUMMARY AND CO~CLUSIONS 

In this article, wereported findingsregarding the creation and assessment of process 
evidence in CLAS language arts portfolios. Based on a small sarnpIe of teachers 
and students as well a on a portfolio assessment program that only trialed 
approaches to implementation, our findings were organized as frameworks and 
issues for productive discussion. 

Two patterns emerged in our findings regarding students' opportunities to learn 
and to produce portf~iio evidence. First, teachers' curricula varied in ways that 
provided students with quite different opportunities to learn about the writing 
process. Variations in the teachers' assignments reflected tensions between the 
romantic and the cla~sical schools of composition (Hairston, 1986; see Figure 1). 
In the romantic view, the process of writing is flexible and responsive to the current 
piece, whereas in the c~assical view, the writing process is aligned with particular 
purposes and may be more procedural. Although the CLAS vision emphasized a 
balance of personal purpose with establishd forms, none of the teachers in our 
study fully represented that balance, and they tended to lean toward either end of 
the romantic-classi~al continuum. Thus, the cunkulum in place in four classraoms 
yaried in its alignment with the dimenstons of learning. 

Second, teachers varied in their approaches to documentation of students' 
yriting processes in ways that provided students with quite different opportunities 
to produce and choose portfolio evidence. Porif@lius more often contained evidence 
of editing (word changes, mechanics) than pxe~~iiting or revision. Artifacts reveal- 
ing a student's efforts with the more complex processes that are the heart ol' the 
CLAS dimensions were o p  never created, or they emerged in forms that were 
difficult to analyze, such as cryptic notes or repeated drafts that required time-con- 
vurning content analyses. Some of the missing evidence einerged not from gaps tn 
{he curriculum but from teachers' gkdagogic decisions to reduce the burden of 
process documentation, to minimize the risk thqt imposed requirements might stifle 
reflective processing. Missing evidence posed prabIems for aur capacity to evaluate 
the portfolios. On the other hand, in dassrooms in which process documentation 
was more consistent aeross assignments and portfolias, we questioned whether the 
documentation reflected students' writing pramses or those of their teachers. 

When students analyzed their processes in writing-the ways they drew on 
resources, dAveloped early plans and drafts, salicitedar interpreted input, or revised 
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pieces of wnting-their reflections were often vague or generic and were not likely 
to reveal the ways they had coniposed or refined a piece of writing to accomplish 
a. specific purpose. Most students either focused on editing or provided an expla- 
rrat~on of revision that seemed 1.0 be a close repetition of their teacher's concerns 
for what the class "had to" do, without explication within a piece of text. We 
cliscussed how descriptive or analytic wrihng about process is a genre that itself 
requires practice and suppart. Indeed, students' superficial and limited responses 
to reflective prompts were evid'znce of both their understandings of writing proc- 
e:sses and their understandings of reflective analysis. 

m a t  would constitute portfolio evidence that could support a rater's valid 
assessment of a student's uses of writing processes? Although the absence of crucial 
amfacts precluded assessment of process, the presence of artifacts was rarely a 
clirect line to our understandings of a student's competence with or understandings 
trf writing processes. We found it hard to imagine how a portfol~o rater pressed for 
time could evaluate the comp1e.c of evidence that we found in many portfolios. In 
ctne classroom, for example, the teacher did not yet expect her young students to 
use the results of their brainstorming--would a portfolio scorer have time to reflect 
cm the subtle differences between the existence of a particular step (web, sun) and 
the use of that step in composing? In another classroom, the teacher engaged her 
students in peer and self-assessment of many pieces of writing, expecting them to 
carry forward their learning from one assignment to the next--would a portfolio 
rater be able to track growth across pieces in the portfolios? How would a rater 
interpret how a student is growing in relation to the relatively generalized dimen- 
sions that made up the rubrics (e.g., "creativity")? Noticing patterns in the process 
evidence required our careful tracking and scrutiny, and time constraints on the 
rater may disallow substantive content analysis. We worried that the presence of 
trrainstorming Iists, organizing webs, written peer advice, multiple drafts, and 
mitten reflections could provide a rater pressed for time with an aura of effective 
processing in portfolios where c;ioser examination might raise ~~ncertainties about 
hlow these artifacts reflectedthe qtudent's uses of them. Indeed, we sonletimes found 
that the provision of multiple kinds of evidence-for example, artifacts from each 
phase versus written reflections--were inconsistent in ways that confounded rather 
than supported our evaluation. I[n this context, we grew increasingly appreciative 
of the critical evidence that could be provided by student's self-reflections on 
Flrocess: Who better to guide the rater through multiple drafts of pieces than the 
student himself or herself? 

Our findings underscore the need to analyze closely how the presence or absence 
of particular kinds of evidence impacts particular rater judgments, how the need 
631. evidence in the large-scale context may impact curriculum and pedagogy in the 
classroom, and how particular p~dagogies in the classroom may support or impede 
the availability of evidence for large-scale portfolio assessment. We believe that 



there can be far grmter convergence and support of classroom and large-scale 
uses of portfolios than we found-predictably-in these four pioneering class- 
rooms. We were not surprised that the portfolios were most likely to contain 
artifacts that support editing, on the one hand, and that, on the other hand, 
students were likely to focus their reflections on editing changes or on generic 
("what we had to do") characterizations of their procedures for content revision. 
The CLAS dimensions asked for reflective revision, yet the day-to-day written 
work in these field trial classrooms often centered on imposed processing 
requirements or surface editing. After all, the work of creating a coherent 
portfolio system was only just beginning. 

Bow might teachers, students, and raters [who are teachers) build shared 
understandings of what is needed to ensure meaningful indicators of students' 
writing processes? Teachers and their students need to know in advance how raters 
read and assess portfolios. Teachers (particutarly those who may not also be raters) 
and students need opportuniaes to learn the assessment dimensions, perhaps 
through case examples of how raters have interpreted individual portfolios or 
through fhirrk-ulouds of a rater's reaction to individual pieces. At the same time, 
tea~hers may benefit &om think-alouds and case examples that focus on the 
redsoning behind particular artifact use, specifics on how they model peer confer- 
encfng, or analyses of how specific assignments have the potential to achieve the 
CLAS b$ance between romantic and classical viewpoints. Understandings of cases 
and think-alouds can then be melded with individual phiiosophies and turned into 
curriculum and assessment practices that help students and teachers think about the 
cv'idence necessary for portfolio assessment of process and help researchers and 
raters interpret portfolio evidence appropriately. 

We $egret that the demise of CLAS made it ilnpossible for us to follow 
clysrooms aver time. Purtl~er research is needed tn understand how participants in 
a lye-scale portfolio assessment program develop shared understandings of the 
ways that evidence of writing processes is considered in the scoring and how the 
program ma ti^ needs for comparability of evidence can be reconciled with the 
pedonal needs of young writers, whose irses of processes will vary with the 
purposes and contexts d t h i r  writing. 
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