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Abstract. We report here a case study of literacy
portfolios across two different settings. Specifically,
we investigated (1) how well portfolios document
literacy learning that is both authentic and aligned
with curriculum; (2) teachers' ability to interpret
and evaluate portfolio evidence from more than one
site; and (3) what teachers learn about literacy
instruction and assessment as a result of cross-site
collaboration. Results suggest that portfolios con-
tained authentic artifacts of students' literacy experi-
ences, although there was a substantial amount of
evidence judged to be missing from the portfolios.
Nevertheless, with a shared understanding of litera-
cy learning, teachers were able to reach a high
degree of agreement when rating portfolios from
different sites and enhance their understanding of
both learning and assessment through the cross-site
evaluation process. We suggest that the results
should not be interpreted simply as findings on
portfolio assessment. They must be interpreted in
light of a complete portfolio system in which atten-
tion is given to generating and collecting artifacts,
supporting collaborative evaluation, and providing
ongoing professional development. Supportive

1

internal and external conditions must be present if
portfolios are to become effective tools for literacy
assessment and professional development.

All across the United States, interest in
portfolios is running high. Private foundations,
states, and school districts are investing mil-
lions of dollars in portfolio projects they hope
will enhance teaching, learning, and assess-
ment practices (Pelavin, 1991). The need to
establish ongoing, classroom-based assessment
has become a predictable part of the assessment
conversation, and portfolios appear to be a
promising candidate for the job.

There are three major expectations for
portfolios. First, portfolios are viewed as being
more meaningful, authentic, and valid indica-
tors of what students know and can do than
more traditional assessments. They can be
integrated with classroom instruction, reflect
the rich and complex work that children actual-
ly do, and address broader, more important
learning outcomes (Au, Scheu, Kawakami, &
Herman, 1990; Calfee & Perfumo, 1996;
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Valencia, 1990; Wiggins, 1989a; Wolf, 1989).
By including multiple indicators of student
performance, portfolios also capture the vari-
ability and patterns, across tasks and time, that
characterize true learning (Messick, 1994;

Valencia, 1990; Wiggins, 1993).
Second, as a result of these authentic, class-

room-based features, portfolios have the poten-
tial to enhance both teaching and learning.
Because they are housed in the classroom and
can be used regularly by teachers and students
as part of the instructional program, portfolios
have potential to provide more useful, mean-
ingful, and accessible information than typical
assessments. Teachers and students should
become more reflective and knowledgeable as
a consequence of using portfolios (Arter &
Spandel, 1992; Darling-Hammond & Ancess,
1993; Johnston, 1989; Moss et al., 1992;

Valencia & Calfee, 1991; Wiggins, 1989b;
Wolf, 1989).

Third, some educators and psychometricians
are hopeful that portfolios will provide useful
assessment information for reporting to people
outside the classroom or local context. This
will require an acceptable level of interrater
agreement as portfolio raters outside the local
site examine and score portfolios. For some,
this outside reporting is necessary to ensure the
survival of portfolios as an assessment innova-
tion (Calfee & Perfumo, 1996; Freedman,
1993; Valencia, 1991); for others, it is a way
to enter classroom information into the policy
arena (Chittenden & Spicer, 1993; LeMahieu,
Eresh, & Wallace, 1992; Wixson, Valencia, &
Lipson, 1994); and for others, the evaluation
process itself is valued as a powerful mecha-

nism for professional development (Wolf,
LeMahieu, & Eresh, 1992).

Such an ambitious agenda for portfolio
assessment poses enormous challenges for
educators. It is a relatively simple task to
collect evidence of student work, a much more
complex one to assure that work represents
authentic instances of learning, feeds back to
improve teaching and learning, and yields
useful assessment information (Aschbacher,
1994). The complexity is magnified and the
task becomes more daunting as portfolio con-
tents and processes vary, and participants
represent a range of schools, districts, and
educational contexts. As educators make site-
based decisions to collect different types of
portfolio artifacts, use different evaluation
schemes, and participate in different levels of
professional development, it may become more
difficult to use portfolio data to analyze student
achievement and to improve teaching and
learning.

We report here a case study of literacy
portfolios across two settings. Specifically, we
explore: (1) the potential of literacy portfolios
from different sites to capture curriculum
outcomes that are both authentic and aligned
with instruction; (2) teachers' ability to inter-
pret and evaluate portfolio evidence from more
than one site; and (3) what teachers learn about
literacy instruction and assessment through the
process of cross-site collaboration. By examin-
ing these issues, we hope to shed light on a
conceptual framework for a portfolio sys-
temthe components and the external and
internal conditions that are needed for portfo-
lios to be effectively implemented and used.
Specifically, we hypothesize that if the collec-
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tion of portfolio artifacts, evaluation process,
and professional development all receive con-
current support, and are situated in a shared
understanding of literacy and a low-stakes
environment, classroom-based portfolio assess-
ment can be successfully implemented, used,
and evaluated across sites. Furthermore, we
hypothesize that the process of evaluating
portfolios across sites provides teachers with an
important "outside" perspective on instruction
and assessment that transfers to their own
classrooms.

Background

It is difficult to generalize about the role of
portfolios in education because portfolios are
defined and implemented differently within
projects and sites (Calfee & Perfumo, 1996;
Valencia & Calfee, 1991). In some settings,
portfolios are conceptualized simply as collec-
tions of students' work. These collections
provide evidence of the work students have
done in the classroom, but are not the object of
reflection and systematic analysis by students
or teachers. In other settings, where portfolios
have evolved beyond collections, portfolios
serve a variety of purposes. For example,
showcase portfolios are used to highlight the
best work that students have done, documenta-
tion portfolios may be used to show students'
growth over time with respect to specific
outcomes, and evaluation portfolios may con-
tain prespecified pieces that are each evaluated.
In some settings, students' ownership of portfo-
lios is considered of primary importance, and
students, rather than teachers, decide what will
go into the portfolios (Hansen, 1994; Howard,

1990; Tierney, Carter, & Desai , 1991). In
other settings, portfolios are used for large-
scale evaluation; teachers have guidelines about
the kinds of work that should be present in
each student's portfolio (Chittenden & Spicer,
1993; Koretz, Stecher, Klein, & McCaffrey,
1994; LeMahieu et al., 1992). And in others,
decisions about portfolio contents are shared by
the teacher and the student (Valencia & Place,
1994a). These issues of purpose and audience
present important choices and implications for
student and teacher ownership, portfolio con-
tents, and use of portfolio information (Moss et
al., 1992; Valencia & Calfee, 1991).

A similar range of possibilities is found in
the various contexts in which portfolios are
implemented. Some portfolios are simply
implemented by individual teachers interested
in portfolios; others are part of district or
state-wide assessment systems. Some have no
stakes or sanctions attached to their implemen-
tation or results while others have high public
visibility and consequences. There is also great
variability in the support provided to teachers
for implementing and using portfolios, from
minimal professional development to long-term
support over years.

There is considerably less information about
issues of evaluation and reporting of portfolio
information than there is about implementation.
Indeed, some would reject any type of evalua-
tion or reporting, finding it undesirable, unnec-
essary, and potentially detrimental to the
portfolio philosophy (Carini, 1975; Johnston,
1989). Others approach portfolio evaluation
with interest in collaborative interpretation and
narrative reporting of information. This ap-
proach cautions against relying too heavily on

NATIONAL READING RESEARCH CENTER, READING RESEARCH REPORT NO. 73
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"traditional" interrater agreement. It empha-
sizes the value of critical dialogue about collec-
tions of student work among those most knowl-
edgeable about the context in which the assess-
ment occurs (Johnston, 1989; Moss, 1994;
Moss et al., 1992). In contrast, a few have
tried to apply evaluation rubrics to portfolios,
concerning themselves with issues of interrater
agreement and large-scale reporting (Chitten-
den & Spicer, 1993; Gearhart, Herman, Baker,
& Whittaker, 1992, 1993; Koretz, McCaffrey,
Klein, Bell, & Stecher, 1993; LeMahieu et al.,
1992; Nystrand, Cohen, & Martinez, 1993). In
general, they find questionable levels of inter-
rater agreement and low correlations with
on-demand tasks. Furthermore, interrater
agreement may drop below acceptable levels
for individual and program decisions unless
individual items in the portfolio are scored one
at a time and items are standardized (Moss,
1994). Alternatively, some evaluation and
reporting has been attempted on a smaller
scale, with an eye toward developing responsi-
ble evaluation and professional development
rather than high stakes reporting (Au, 1994;
Valenicia & Place, 1994a, 1994b). Psychome-
tricians caution that to provide information that
will satisfy those historically interested in
standardized test scores will require a reconce-
ptualization of the critical attributes of good
assessment, including reliability and validity,
and consideration of the different needs of
various stakeholders (Haney, 1991; Linn,
Baker, & Dunbar, 1991; Moss et al., 1992).

In short, there is presently no common
philosophy underlying the use of portfolios, no
one blueprint for how portfolios can or should
be implemented in classrooms, and no one

approach to professional development or to
evaluation. As educators begin to explore the
potential of portfolios, these various models,
purposes, and contexts will be critical variables
to consider. Unlike assessments of the past or
even the newer on-demand performance assess-
ments, the variability in portfolio assessment
may introduce new challenges for their imple-
mentation, use, and aggregation of information
within a site and, most especially, across
different sites. If, however, the variability is
valued and grounded in teachers' experience,
knowledge, and professional development, we
may be able to create portfolio systems that
support teaching, learning, and assessment.

Method

The Context

The two programs participating in the study
were the Bellevue Literacy Portfolio Project
and the Kamehameha Elementary Education
Program (KEEP). Similarities and difference
between the sites are summarized in Table 1.
Bellevue is a suburb of Seattle. The school
district serves approximately 15,000 students,
20% of whom are minority. As a whole, test
scores reflect achievement at about the 60th
percentile in reading and writing. The district
has a history of strong, on-going professional
development. KEEP was a privately funded
educational research and development effort.
At the time of this study, the program served
5,300 Native Hawaiian students in 9 public
schools in low-income communities on 3 of the
Hawaiian islands. The test scores for students
in the KEEP program were typically below the

NATIONAL READING RESEARCH CENTER, READING RESEARCH REPORT NO. 73
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Table 1
Similarities and Differences Across Sites

KEEP Bellevue

Student population 5,300 15,000

Diversity 100% minority 20% minority

Achievement lowest 25%ile 60%ile

Literacy philosophy Constructivistliterature-based; pro-
cess writing

Constructivistliterature-based;
process writing

Literacy outcomes Reading Ownership
(including variety)

Reading Process
(understanding, response, strategies)

Writing Ownership

Writing Process
(quality, variety, process)

Reading Ownership

Reading Variety

Reading Ability
(understanding, response)

Reading Strategies

Writing Ownership

Writing Ability
(quality, variety)

Writing Process

Self-Reflection/Evaluation

Literacy & portfolio professional
development activities

at least 4 years 4 years

Teachers' portfolio implementation at least 2 years at least 2 years

Portfolio development Designed by KEEP curriculum de-
velopers and consultants

Designed by teachers and district
specialist

Portfolio requirements Emphasis on required pieces, some
teacher choice

Emphasis on teacher choice and
student choice, some required
pieces

Portfolio use Used primarily for evaluation, ad-
ministrative reports; some individual
teacher use

Used primarily by classroom tea-
chers with students; selected scor-
ing for administrative reporting

Portfolio evaluation criteria Lists of specific benchmarks for each
of the 4 outcomes

Descriptive analytic rubric aligned
with 8 outcomes

Evaluation experience Some experience with scoring Some experience with scoring

Portfolio participation Voluntary Voluntary
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25th percentile. Beyond these demographics,
the two sites for this project have important
similarities and differences that make them a
best-case scenario for a cross-site study of
portfolio assessment.

Similarities. Both portfolio projects had
been in place for several years and involved
only teachers who had volunteered. At the time
of this project, the Bellevue teachers had al-
ready worked with portfolios for 3

yearsexperimenting for 1 year and then
implementing for 2 years. The project began
with 32 volunteer teachers; by the third year,
an additional 240 teachers also had participated
in portfolio inservice activities. The 150 KEEP
teachers had been introduced to portfolios in
1989 and had implemented portfolios in their
classrooms for 2 years at the time of the proj-
ect.

Project teachers at both sites were supported
through on-going professional development that
enabled them to learn about and share their
work with portfolios. In Bellevue, a core group
of approximately 30 teachers met almost
monthly over 3 years. The school district
charged this group with developing a model for
portfolios. In addition, these teachers played a
key role in disseminating portfolio information
to their building colleagues. At KEEP, consul-
tants based at each school provided teachers
with knowledge about portfolios. During the
first 3 years of implementation, consultants
assumed major responsibility for implementing
portfolios. Teachers took over responsibility
for the portfolios after the third year.

Both portfolio projects grew out of efforts to
change the overall language arts curriculum.
These efforts resulted in new outcomes for

student learning. In Bellevue, the district
adopted new language arts student learning
objectives (SLOs) in the fall of 1990. They
were organized by age bands and broad litera-
cy outcomes. KEEP previously had a compre-
hension-oriented curriculum, but changed in
1989 to a whole literacy curriculum with
students' ownership of literacy as the overarch-
ing goal (Au et al., 1990). In both sites, the
new curricula reflected a process-oriented,
constructivist philosophy about literacy and
literacy learning (Applebee, 1991; Weaver,
1990). In this philosophy, the affective and
cognitive dimensions of literacy are considered
to be equally important, and ownership of
literacy is seen as the overarching goal. Stu-
dents engage in authentic literacy activities,
such as the reading of literature and writing for
different purposes, that have meaning outside
the classroom as well as within it. Literacy
learning proceeds as a social process in which
students learn from peers as well as from the
teacher. Both the Bellevue and KEEP curricula
included outcomes for student learning in
ownership, reading, and writing. Teachers at
both sites taught writing following a process
approach (Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1983),
engaging students in planning, drafting, revis-
ing, editing, and publishing. Literature-based
instruction was the approach for teaching
reading, with an emphasis on discussions of
literature and writing in response to literature
(Roser & Martinez, 1995; Short & Pierce,
1990).

In both sites, curriculum changes were
accompanied by a desire to change the assess-
ment system. Both sites had a commitment to
large-scale evaluation as well as to individual
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student progress. In both sites, portfolios were
seen as a potential tool for evaluation and for
professional development. At the time portfolio
assessment was introduced at Bellevue and
KEEP, it was not known whether one system
could in fact meet both purposes. However, the
portfolio systems evolved with the intention of
trying to do so. Each system had specific
required portfolio artifacts and an evaluation
system designed to evaluate progress toward
the outcomes.

Differences. The sites had important differ-
ences as well. In addition to serving different
student populations, the portfolio models were
different. Each was designed to meet the
unique needs of the site. The Bellevue portfolio
was designed to serve three functionsto
evaluate student progress toward each of eight
literacy outcomes, to involve students in self-
reflection and self-evaluation, and to document
student growth over time (Valencia & Place,
1994a). Although Bellevue wanted to see if
their portfolios could be used to report district-
wide student achievement, the primary empha-
sis was on improving instruction and engaging
students in learning at the classroom level. In
contrast, the KEEP portfolio was designed
primarily to meet the requirements of large-
scale assessment. Students were judged to be
at, above, or below grade level on benchmarks
for each of six literacy outcomes (Au, 1994).
Consequently, portfolios from Bellevue and
KEEP required different types of evidence and
different levels of student and teacher involve-
ment.

Another important difference was the man-
ner in which portfolios were introduced into
each system. The Bellevue portfolio project

used a bottom-up approach. The Bellevue
system was designed by a group of teachers
working with the District Language Arts Spe-
cialist and a consultant. Both the School Board
and the Superintendent supported the project
with teacher released days each month, and
they gave a 5-year commitment to the project.
The group worked on the system for 1 year,
revising and refining it, before they agreed to
implement it, although still on a voluntary
basis. The actual portfolios included some
required "common tools" but varied consider-
ably across classrooms since individual teach-
ers and students had a major role in the selec-
tion of portfolio artifacts. A small group of
teachers participated in the development,
training, and implementation of a portfolio
evaluation system during the third and fourth
years of the project. Only a subset of portfolios
was scored each year, and the results were not
formally reported or used for district evalua-
tion. The voluntary nature of the project and
the low stakes associated with it, resulted in a
wide of range of teacher compliance. Some
teachers experimented with portfolios through-
out the project, implementing them as they
desired. Others, especially those involved in
the evaluation, were much more rigorous and
tried to adhere to the portfolio requirements
(Valencia & Place, 1994a).

In contrast, KEEP portfolio implementation
was a top-down process. The KEEP portfolio
system was developed as part of an overhaul of
the instructional program triggered by inconsis-
tent standardized achievement test results.
Although KEEP administrators and consultants
were under pressure to bring change about
quickly, teachers' participation in portfolios
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was gradual and supported (Au, 1994). The
portfolio assessment system was designed by
KEEP curriculum developers and consultants,
and classroom teachers were asked to imple-
ment the system. These consultants worked
with the teachers on a weekly basis on issues of
classroom organization, literacy instruction,
and portfolio assessment. Initially, consultants
did most of the collecting of portfolio informa-
tion during their classroom visits; because of
this consultant role and because of the nature of
the KEEP learner benchmarks, observation
checklists were a cornerstone of the portfolios.
Consultants visited the classrooms and, with
the help of the teacher, identified evidence of
student performance on specific benchmarks
and recorded it on the checklists. Some of the
evidence came from student work, other evi-
dence came from the consultants' classroom
observations. Teachers and students had mini-
mal engagement with the portfolios early on. In
the fourth year of the project, however, teach-
ers assumed more responsibility for keeping
and selecting work in the portfolios, although
there were still requirements for certain types
of evidence (Au & Asam, in press).

This study investigated what appeared to be
a best-case scenario for exploring portfolios
across sites, in terms of both the similarities
and differences in the projects. Both projects
grew from similar research-based, construc-
tivist philosophies on literacy learning and
teaching, and teachers at each site knew how to
create portfolios that provided rich representa-
tions of their students' literacy learning that
aligned with their curricula. Teachers at both
sites had considerable experience with portfo-
lios and had moved beyond concern with the

logistics of portfolio implementation. In addi-
tion, both sites had portfolio models that, from
their inception, included an evaluation and
reporting component. This interest in evalua-
tion grew from concerns at the sites them-
selves, rather than being imposed by an exter-
nal agency, such as a state or federal depart-
ment of education. Therefore, no site was
asked to believe or do anything that was not
consistent with its original mission. This situa-
tion maximized the potential for capturing
authentic indicators of students' reading and
writing and for reliable evaluation across the
two sites, despite differences in portfolio
models.

This project was also considered to be a
best-case scenario in terms of the opportunities
available for studying professional develop-
ment through portfolio evaluation. Due to the
similarities in language arts philosophy, it was
expected that teachers from the two projects
would have shared understandings that would
give them a common language for talking
about portfolios, and the ability to understand
and benefit from the contents of each others'
portfolios. They would most likely have com-
mon concerns and be able to engage in mean-
ingful, useful professional discussions. In
addition, because both portfolio systems al-
ready included an evaluation component,
teachers were accustomed to and comfortable
with making judgments about student work.

Finally, the differences in geographic loca-
tion, student population, and actual portfolio
models make this case study a comparison of
two like-minded but not identical systems. We
expected and found considerable variability in
the types of information in the portfolios.
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In sum, the common literacy philosophy,
years of experience implementing portfolios,
and orientation to both classroom and outside
reporting combined with the difference in
actual portfolio requirements and student
populations made this pair of sites the best case
to see if artifacts across sites were meaningful,
and if cross-site evaluation was desirable and
feasible. These two sites also provided an
excellent opportunity to look at the professional
growth of experienced portfolio teachers as
they learned about how portfolios worked in
another context.

Participants

Four teachers (2 primary, 2 intermediate)
from each site participated in this in-depth
study. The 4 Bellevue teachers had from 5 to
29 years of teaching experience; 3 of the teach-
ers had more than 13 years. All had been
members of the core portfolio team and had
participated in several professional develop-
ment classes, workshops, and district commit-
tees. They credited these experiences and their
teaching colleagues with their own professional
growth. The KEEP teachers had from 21 to 28
years of teaching experience. They had been
associated with KEEP for 4 to 16 years. As
part of their involvement with KEEP, all the
teachers had received individual feedback on
their teaching from KEEP staff members,
attended numerous workshops, engaged in
professional reading, observed in other teach-
ers' classrooms, and participated in teacher
networks. All had implemented the whole
literacy curriculum at a high level. Although all
taught both a writers' and a readers' workshop,

3 of the teachers had focused their portfolio
data collection on writing, while 1 had focused
on reading. All 8 teachers were selected be-
cause their classrooms reflected a good under-
standing of their local literacy curriculum and
portfolios. All had worked with portfolio
assessment for at least 2 years.

Procedures

At the beginning of the study, the teachers
were interviewed about their teaching back-
grounds, professional development, language
arts instruction, and portfolios. Teachers were
interviewed again at the end of the study to
determine what they had learned about portfo-
lios and how their participation in the project
had influenced their professional development.
There were two cross-site meetings, one in
January and one in April. The procedure for
these meetings was similar (see Table 2). After
getting acquainted, the visiting teachers ob-
served in the home-site teachers' classrooms
for a morning. The purpose of the observation
was to orient the visitors to the particular
cultural context of the classroom and to allow
them to become acquainted with instructional
practices reflected in the portfolios they were
going to review. Following the observation,
the visiting teachers met as a group with the
local site director to discuss their observations.

The following 2 to 3 days, teachers evaluat-
ed portfolios from both sites using specific
evaluation rubrics. At the first cross-site meet-
ing, held at KEEP, teachers evaluated Bellevue
and KEEP portfolios using the KEEP evalua-
tion system. At the second meeting, held in
Bellevue, they used the Bellevue rubric. In
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Table 2
Procedure for Cross-Site Collaboration and Portfolio Evaluation

Pre-meeting interviews

4

Meeting at KEEP
classroom observations & discussions
orientation to portfolios from both sites (collaborative descriptive discussions)
training using KEEP evaluation criteria
evaluation of KEEP and Bellevue portfolios using KEEP evaluation criteria
collaborative cross-site discussions

4

Meeting at Bellevue
classroom observations & discussions
training using Bellevue evaluation system
evaluation of KEEP and Bellevue portfolios using Bellevue evaluation criteria
teacher development of Common evaluation criteria
evaluation of KEEP and Bellevue portfolios using Common evaluation criteria
collaborative cross-site discussions

Post-meeting interviews

addition, they collaboratively developed a new
set of Common criteria drawing from both sets
of learning outcomes and evaluation systems,
and from their experiences working together.
They applied the Common criteria to portfolios
from both sites. Eight portfolios were evaluated
using each evaluation criteria. Finally, at the
close of each meeting, there was a discussion
and debriefing about what the teachers had
learned about portfolios and gained from the
experience of working with teachers from
another site.

For the purposes of portfolio evaluation,
teachers worked in cross-site groups of 4the

4 primary teachers comprised one group and
the 4 intermediate teachers comprised the
other. At the first cross-site meeting, teachers
spent 2 hr familiarizing themselves with the
portfolios from each site. Each teacher offered
one of her portfolios for others to review.
Using a descriptive process in which collabora-
tive dialogue is featured (Moss, 1994; Valencia
& Place, 1994b), each teacher observed as the
others discussed their interpretations of her
student's portfolio. The teacher entered the
discussion at the end, offering her confirma-
tions, additions, and disagreements to the
conversation. After portfolios from both sites
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had been discussed, teachers synthesized the
ways in which the portfolio evidence from the
two sites was similar and different. Often,
work was linked to what the teachers had
observed in the classrooms the previous day.
They discussed why certain pieces were includ-
ed in the portfolios and the changes they might
want to make in their own portfolios. This
orientation occurred only at the first meeting.
It was a critical step for clarifying the evidence
and the learning outcomes. By the second
meeting, teachers were very familiar with the
portfolio models and evidence from both sites.

Training for the actual evaluation began
with an overview of the evaluation system to be
used, followed by practice rating one portfolio
from each site. With the initial descriptive
discussions as background, differences in
interpretation of evidence and performance
criteria were discussed and negotiated. Formal
evaluation occurred next. Each teacher contrib-
uted one portfolio to be evaluated by the 4
members of her cross-site group, making a
total of four portfolios to be evaluated by each
group. Teachers evaluated each portfolio
independently, spending approximately 20 to
30 min with each. They read through all the
pieces in the portfolio, looking within and
across pieces for evidence of students' abilities
on each of the learning outcomes or bench-
marks. Then they recorded a rating for each.
These ratings were used in the analyses. After
rating all the portfolios on her own, each
teacher discussed her ratings with her same site
partner and then with the cross-site group of 4.

Data Sources

Portfolio evidence. The evaluated portfolios
were reviewed at each site meeting and a table

of contents compiled for each. The contents
were analyzed to determine variability across
sites, alignment with outcomes and portfolio
requirements, and changes in portfolio contents
over time. Pieces were coded according to the
major disciplinary focus of each artifact: read-
ing, writing, and other subjects (e.g., science,
social studies). For example, reading response
journals, summaries, book reports, and teach-
ers' notes on students' oral reading (i.e., run-
ning records) were coded as reading artifacts.
Writing artifacts included different types of
writing (i.e., stories, poems, reports, journals),
planning notes, rough drafts, final copies, and
samples of daily oral language activities.
Pieces were also coded according to the type of
artifact: student work (e.g., reports, interest
surveys, writing); anecdotal notes/checklists
(e.g., teacher records, running records); other
(e.g., photos, audiotapes, artwork); student-
selected pieces/goals/self-evaluation (e.g.,
student entry slips on portfolio items, self-eval-
uation forms, personal goals); and parent input
(questionnaires, comments). Some artifacts
were double coded. For example, a piece of
writing with rough draft and a student entry
slip describing why the student selected the
piece for the portfolio was coded as writing
and student-selected/self-reflection; a final
draft of a book report was coded as reading
and writing; a research report on salmon was
coded as writing and as other content area; and
running records were coded as reading and as
anecdotal notes in order to reflect both the
focus of the activity and the documentation
mode. Most of the reading artifacts were
written responses (i.e., a reading log with
comments, literature response journal); however,
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the majority of these were coded only as read-
ing because writing was not the focus of in-
struction, simply the mode of response.

Evaluation criteria. Each site had developed
and used its own construct-centered evaluation
system to accompany its outcomes and portfo-
lio model (Messick, 1994). The Bellevue evalu-
ation rubric was designed by participating
teachers around its major Student Learning
OutcomesReading Ownership, Reading
Ability, Reading Variety, Reading Strategies,
Writing Ownership, Writing Ability, Writing
Process, and Self-Reflection/Evaluation. It

included descriptors of performance for each
outcome for ratings of 1, 3, and 5, although
raters could assign scores in between (Valen-
cia, 1996). This could be considered a "high
inference" system. Descriptions do not specify
the form of types of information that must be
found in the portfolio. Instead, there are gener-
al criteria associated with each particular out-
come and performance level. An example for
reading comprehension (Reading Ability) is
presented in Table 3. The evaluator looked for
the required common tools in the Bellevue
portfolios such as reading logs and questions,
reading summaries, and reading response
journals, although these tools might have
provided evidence on other outcomes as well.
Additional evidence for reading comprehension
might have been found in the form of self-re-
ports, running records, reading activities, as-
signments, or anecdotal records. The evaluator
wrote down supporting evidence and conclu-
sions, compared the evidence with the rubric,
and then assigned a rating of 1-5 or M for
"missing." This procedure was followed for
each outcome. In the Bellevue system, the

specific descriptors associated with a rating of
3 were designed to represent typical perfor-
mance for each outcome for students at the
designated grade level. By using both descrip-
tors and grade-level designation, teachers felt
they would be able to provide useful informa-
tion to many different audiences.

The KEEP evaluation system was designed
by KEEP consultants, and similar to the Belle-
vue system, it was designed around its four
major literacy outcomes: Reading Ownership,
Reading Process, Writing Ownership, and
Writing Process. Within each of these out-
comes is a list of specific benchmarks, indicat-
ing the kind of evidence that should be found
in the portfolios (Asam et al., 1993). There are
between 7 and 21 benchmarks for each literacy
outcome at the primary level, and 9 to 28
benchmarks for each at the intermediate level.
The number of benchmarks increases by grade
level. Specific evidence is required for each
benchmark. For example, writing samples,
including drafts and published versions, are
required for benchmarks under Writing Pro-
cess. This could be considered a "low infer-
ence" system compared with the Bellevue
system, since it is quite specific about what
counts as evidence. An example for compre-
hension is presented in Table 3. When examin-
ing the portfolio, the evaluator had to find
evidence for each benchmark. For example,
for "writes personal responses to literature,"
there needed to be copies of pages from a
literature log. Some benchmarks were covered
by the same piece of evidence. For example, a
written story summary might have served as
evidence for the student's ability to compre-
hend and write about the theme, as well as
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TABLE 3
Comparison Across Three Evaluation Criteria for Reading Comprehension (Intermediate Grade)

Bellevue KEEP Common

(5) Personal response; synthesis;
coherence; theme, major con-
cepts; significant details; co-
herent/concise summary; applies
to prior knowledge; grade-level
text or above

(3) Some personal response; at-
tempt to synthesize; main idea or
problem; some details; literal
focus; logical sequence; grade-
level text or above

(1) Limited response; summaries
are retellings; sketchy; basic
facts; misinformation or mis-
understandings; grade-level text
or below

(M) No evidence in any of the
artifacts; evidence missing

Written Response: Aesthetic
Writes personal responses to

literature
Comprehends and writes about

theme/author's message
Applies/connects theme to own

life/experiences
Makes connections among different

works of literature
Applies/connects content text

information to own life/
experiences

Written Response: Efferent
Reads nonfiction and shows

understanding of content
Writes summary that includes story

elements
Uses clear, meaningful language to

express ideas in written responses
or summaries

Reads different genres of fiction
and shows understanding of genre

characteristics
Understands elements of author's

craft

Research Strategies
Obtains facts and ideas from a

variety of informational texts
Uses a variety of reference materials
Uses graphic organizers
Uses a variety of library resources
Takes notes
Writes research report synthesizing

information from multiple sources
Publishes research report of

equivalent product
Uses a variety of outside resources

(5) Coherence; personal response;
theme/big idea; story elements; sig-
nificant details; connections; reads
different types of material; has a
wide range of reading interests
(more than 3 types); grade-level
text or above

(4) Not as much coherence or in-
sight, but still has a personal re-
sponse; theme/big idea; story ele-
ments; significant details; connec-
tions; reads more than 3 types of
material; grade-level text or above

(3) Retelling present or poorly writ-
ten summary; surface information;
sketchy; mostly literal understand-
ing; story elements; reads 2-3 types
of material; grade-level text or
above

(2) Incomplete retelling; little co-
herence; details; reads 1-2 types of
material; grade-level text or below

(1) Minimal response; little or no
reading; grade-level text or below

(M) No evidence in any of the arti-
facts; evidence missing

knowledge of story elements. However, the
evaluator of a third grader's portfolio had to
find evidence for all 19 benchmarks. On the
basis of the evidence, the evaluator rated the

student S (satisfactory, grade-level perfor-
mance), D (developing, below grade-level
performance), or M (missing, no evidence
available) for each specific benchmark. For
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benchmarks that depended on the story summa-
ry as evidence, the evaluator referred to anchor
pieces serving as examples of performance at
or below grade level. If, after examining all the
evidence, the student received an S on all
benchmarks, the evaluator assigned an overall
rating of "at grade level." If the student re-
ceived one or more Ds, the rating given was
"below grade level."

The Common evaluation system was devel-
oped collaboratively by the teachers at the
second cross-site meeting. It more closely
resembled Bellevue's system than KEEP's; it
was oriented to just seven outcomes, rather
than to a whole series of benchmarks. The
outcomes were Reading Product, Reading
Process, Reading Enjoyment, Writing Product,
Writing Process, Writing Enjoyment, and
Self-Evaluation/Reflection. Like the Bellevue
system, the Common system used a descriptive
6-point scale, with a rating of 3 describing
typical grade-level performance. The descrip-
tors for the points on the scale were somewhat
more specific than in the Bellevue system, but
not as specific as in the KEEP system. Thus,
the Common evaluation system required more
inference than the KEEP system but less than
the Bellevue system.

The treatment of reading comprehension in
the Common evaluation system is similar to
that in the Bellevue system, focusing on a
broader outcomeReading Product. However,
the teachers also liked the specificity provided
by the benchmarks in the KEEP system. They
felt that rating portfolio evidence would be
easier if descriptors could be made more pre-
cise and detailed than in the Bellevue system.
For this reason, they began developing descrip-

tors for ratings of 1 through 5 for the Common
evaluation system (see Table 3). The teachers'
intention was to integrate some of the KEEP
benchmarks into the descriptors, but time did
not permit them to accomplish this task. How-
ever, they spent considerable time discussing
how concepts listed under the benchmarks
would fit within each of the outcomes. So,
although the written documentation was not
fully developed (see Table 3), their discussion
helped them clarify and specify their under-
standing of the criteria. They also suggested
that it would be useful to specify required
common tools to be used in the future for the
new evaluation system.

Interrater agreement was calculated among
evaluators across sites. Using the KEEP nomi-
nal scale of S, D, and M, agreement among
raters required an exact match. Using the
Bellevue and Common scales, ratings that were
within 1 point were considered matches as
were matches in "missing" designations.

Professional development. Teachers' pro-
fessional development was examined qualita-
tively by examining the information provided
in the individual interviews conducted at the
beginning and end of the study. In addition,
audiotapes made at the meetings provided
evidence of what teachers were learning.
Audiotapes were made of all whole-group
discussions, portfolio orientation sessions, and
debriefing discussions after teachers' observed
each other's classrooms. Records of the con-
tents of portfolios teachers submitted at the
first and second meetings served as another
source of information about changes in the
teachers' understandings.
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Table 4
Content Analysis of Portfolios

Primary Intermediate

Bellevue KEEP Bellevue KEEP

Average total number of pieces' 18 18 22 23

Disciplinary Focus

reading 13 7 6 2

writing 8 8 8 11

other subjects 4 2 5 1

Type of Artifact

student work 16 15 20 14

anecdotal notes/checklists 1 4 0 6

other (photo, drawing, audiotape) 2 1 1 2

student-selected/self-assessment/
reflection

8 5 10 6

parent entry/comment 1 0 0 1

I All numbers are averages across the portfolios evaluated. Each portfolio artifact was coded according to the variables
listed below. As discussed in "Data Sources," some artifacts were double coded. Therefore, column totals do not equal
average total number of pieces.

Findings and Discussion

Portfolio Content Analyses

The contents of the portfolios were used to
determine if they included authentic, high
quality samples of the curriculum outcomes,

and to compare the types of artifacts across
sites and over time. There had been no a priori
agreement about the portfolio evidence nor had
there been any contact between teachers across
sites before the first meeting. Table 4 presents
a summary of the average number of types of
artifacts included in all 8 portfolios analyzed at
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the first meeting. As noted above, artifacts
were coded according to several criteria, which
resulted in double coding of some artifacts.

The analysis revealed surprising similarity
between Bellevue and KEEP portfolios in terms
of the average number of pieces collected in
each portfolio between September and January.
However the distribution of pieces across sites
varied considerably and was consistent with the
emphasis at each site. For example, Bellevue
portfolios included many more reading pieces
than KEEP portfolios, reflecting attention to
collecting both reading and writing portfolio
artifacts in the Bellevue portfolios. On the
other hand, there were only a few more writing
pieces in KEEP portfolios than Bellevue's even
though 3 of the 4 KEEP teachers emphasized
collecting evidence from their writers' work-
shop. Teachers confirmed that it was easier to
collect writing evidence than reading evidence,
and suggested that without deliberate attention
to collecting reading artifacts, it was difficult to
represent reading in the portfolios. Conse-
quently, an emphasis on reading in the portfo-
lios resulted in more reading evidence, but a
corresponding emphasis on writing in portfo-
lios did not produce more writing evidence.

Several different types of artifacts were
found in the portfolios. The most common,
however, was student work. Within this cate-
gory, student-generated written work predomi-
nated. For example, there were many samples
of students' original writing such as stories,
reports, responses to what they were reading,
and daily journals. Often there were rough
drafts and final published pieces: There were
also several surveys and reading logs. Only a
few, 2 out of 81, of the artifacts were lower

level, fill-in-the-blank types of activities. The
overwhelming majority of student work in
these portfolios represented authentic instances
of students' literacy learning; artifacts of stu-
dent performance resembled meaningful read-
ing and writing behaviors and tasks. For exam-
ple, there were pen pal letters, selected pages
from learning journals, book logs, original
poetry, and reading and writing interest sur-
veys from the beginning of the school year.
One teacher remarked,

I think one of the reasons that our project
worked is because we were really looking at
. . . very authentic evidence of kids' work.
There weren't any worksheets in there, and
I'm not just panning worksheets, . . . but I
felt like we were looking at authentic evi-
dence of what kids could produce.
There were slightly more student-selected

pieces, goal setting artifacts, and portfolio
visits in Bellevue portfolios, consistent with
their portfolio model and Self-Reflection out-
come. On the other hand, KEEP portfolios
included substantially more teacher observation
and anecdotal data. This is most likely because
several KEEP benchmarks required completion
of observation checklists and one required
running records.

There was more consistency in both disci-
plinary focus and types of artifacts among
portfolios from the same classroom than among
portfolios from the same sites; we could easily
identify portfolios from the same classroom.
For example, one class had spent several
weeks researching and writing state reports. As
a result, the reading and writing portfolio
artifacts in those portfolios were distinctive
from other classes. Some of these artifacts
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served as required pieces, others were selected
by the teacher or student as personal entries.
Although teachers included items according to
their specific site guidelines, they also included
a variety of artifacts they, or their students,
wanted to include. Even with this individuality,
there was still a marked similarity among
portfolios from the same site; Bellevue portfo-
lios looked more like other Bellevue portfolios
than like KEEP portfolios. Bellevue's portfo-
lios were distinctive for their "common tools"
(i.e., reading summaries, book logs, entry
slips, portfolio visits), and KEEP portfolios
were distinctive for their reading and writing

checklists.
While reviewing each other's portfolios at

the first cross-site meeting, teachers spontane-
ously discussed types of evidence that were
new or interesting to them. For example,
Bellevue teachers noted how KEEP teachers
documented the planning stage of writing and
how they used the benchmarks to help students
self-evaluate their writing. Similarly, KEEP
teachers were interested in Bellevue's common
tools, use of entry slips, and the ways teachers
documented reading as well as writing. A
review of portfolio contents at the second
cross-site meeting revealed that teachers from
both sites had incorporated some of the teach-
ing strategies and portfolio artifacts they had
learned from each other. Bellevue portfolios
contained more evidence of planning for writ-
ing, using rubrics with students, and making
intertextual connections. KEEP portfolios
contained more entry slips, reflections about
learning, and information related to students'
reading. In some cases, these new artifacts
reflected an effort to document student learning

that teachers reported they had observed but
had not included in a portfolio. For example,
most teachers reported holding reading confer-
ences with students and having them plan for
writing, but they had not focused on including
conference notes or planning notes in the
portfolios. In other cases, the new artifacts
reflected a new instructional emphasis teachers
had learned during observation, discussion,
and evaluation. For example, at the first meet-
ing, several teachers discussed the importance
of having students make intertextual connec-
tions during literature discussions. Other
teachers found these ideas new and intriguing.
By the second meeting, several teachers had
tried to help students make more meaningful
intertextual connections and had included that
evidence in their portfolios.

We should note, however, that teachers
were as struck by the similarities in their phi-
losophies and instructional emphasis as by the
differences in the portfolio contents. As one
Bellevue teacher put it, the contents of the
KEEP portfolios

are somewhat different from ours, but they
ask a lot of the same things . . What the
student produces is very similar. Our portfo-
lios might look a little different, but you get
the essence of the child, I think, in both of
them.

A KEEP teacher noted:
It was so neat to find that the Bellevue teach-
ers and KEEP teachers shared many common
goals in literacy. We found many similar
successes as well as challenges. How won-
derful that we could examine portfolios
separately and still come up with common
agreement and understanding of an individual

through [the] portfolio.
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Table 5
Interrater Agreement: Site by Evaluation Criteria

KEEP Portfolios Bellevue Portfolios Total

KEEP Criteria 80 74 77

Bellevue Criteria 81 89 85

Common Criteria 87 97 92

With a shared understanding of literacy learn-
ing and teaching behind them, and a familiarity
with one another's portfolio artifacts, these
teachers could see the commonality in learning
outcomes and uniqueness of individual children
in portfolios from different sites and class-
rooms.

Overall, the content analyses suggest that
portfolios contained high quality, authentic
samples and records of students' reading and
writing. They reflected the underlying out-
comes and portfolio models of each site as well
as the emphasis of individual teachers. Howev-
er, evidence of some outcomes and some types
of work, particularly reading outcomes and
discussions, were apparently difficult to docu-
ment using a portfolio, resulting in limited
information about particular outcomes. Never-
theless, the process of reviewing and discussing
portfolio contents provided teachers with ideas
about both assessment and instruction that
carried over into their own classrooms and
their students' portfolios.

Evaluation Process and Results

Qualitative and quantitative data from the
evaluation sessions provide insights about the

feasibility and desirability of cross-site evalua-
tion of classroom-based portfolios. Results
indicate that teachers from different sites were
able to learn and apply their own and other
evaluation systems. Interrater agreement,
averaged across outcomes, increased from the
KEEP, to the Bellevue, to the Common criteria
for portfolios from both sites (see Table 5).
The relatively strong interrater agreement
suggests promising possibilities for reporting
results for groups of students across sites. Such
agreement is remarkable because the portfolios
did not contain similar prespecified pieces;
they were developed to be most useful at the
local district and individual classroom level. As
a result, there was substantial variability in the
contents across portfolios from different sites.
Additionally, because most of the pieces in the
portfolios were complex authentic examples of
reading and writing, individual pieces often
contained evidence of several outcomes or
benchmarks. For example, a reading response
journal might contain evidence of reading
ownership, writing ownership, reading com-
prehension, and writing process. The evaluator
would need to review each piece carefully so
that all possible evidence was identified within
a particular artifact. Furthermore, individual
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portfolio artifacts did not receive ratings;
instead, the entire contents of each portfolio
was reviewed and then a rating given for each
reading and each writing outcome or bench-
mark. Evaluators reviewed 12 to 25 pieces
within each portfolio. Finally, the teachers had
only a brief training for evaluation, and then
spent only 30 min rating each portfolio for all
the outcomes or benchmarks.

Findings from the evaluation process also
provide a perspective on one specific aspect of
validitycontent or construct underrepresenta-
tion (Linn et al., 1991; Messick, 1994). Al-
though most proponents suggest that portfolios
provide valid assessment of literacy learning,
three assumptions underlie this belief. First,
it's assumed that all identified outcomes or
benchmarks are adequately documented in the
portfolio. Second, the evaluation criteria used
to evaluate the portfolios must be aligned with
these outcomes or benchmarks. Third, it's
anticipated that teachers can agree on the
evidence in a portfolio that can be used to
evaluate each specific outcome or benchmark.
These are difficult conditions to achieve when
portfolios are generated and evaluated within a
single sitesignificantly more difficult when
portfolios are generated and evaluated across
different sites. In cross-site evaluation, it is
important to determine if there is a fit between
portfolio evidence and the evaluation criteria
used within and across sites. Additionally,
teachers must be able to interpret different
types of complex portfolio evidence produced
in different contexts to fit site-specific out-
comes or benchmarks. To address these issues
of fit, we examined the extent to which the
actual portfolio artifacts were judged to repre-

sent evidence of the outcomes and benchmarks
included in the various evaluation criteria.
Specifically, we looked for missing data to
determine if the portfolios from each site
provided sufficient evidence to make judgments
about student performance. If teachers cannot
find or interpret artifacts needed to apply
specific evaluation criteria, then the validity of
the evaluation should be questioned.

Figure 1 presents the percent of missing
data recorded for portfolios from each site
according to each evaluation criteria. As teach-
ers rated, they looked for evidence of specific
outcomes or benchmarks in each portfolio. If
an individual rater determined that there was
no evidence in any of the artifacts, she record-
ed "missing." The percentage depicted in
Figure 1 represents the percent of all the rat-
ings assigned to each portfolio that were desig-
nated "missing." There was a substantial
amount of missing evidence recorded by the
teachers when using the KEEP evaluation
criteria, less for the Bellevue criteria, and
slightly less for the Common criteria..

In-depth analysis suggests that the missing
data for the KEEP evaluation system was a
result of several factors. First, the KEEP
criteria required very specific indicators of
performance and specific types of information
(e.g., running records, observation checklists);
if specific types of evidence were not found,
"missing" was recorded. This could be consid-
ered a problem of grain size," that is, need-
ing to find very particular indicators of perfor-
mance. Second, three KEEP teachers did not
systematically collect portfolio information on
reading and one did not collect information on
writing. Although the KEEP teachers taught
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I KEEP Portfolios

2 Bellevue Portfolios

Figure 1. Percent missing data across three evaluation criteria.

both reading and writing, they did not try to
focus portfolio information on both. Conse-
quently, there was a significant amount of
missing data for reading in the KEEP portfolios
when evaluating with the KEEP criteria. On
the other hand, there was also a substantial
amount of missing data in the Bellevue portfo-
lios when the KEEP criteria were applied. This
was because Bellevue teachers did not include
the very specific kinds of evidence required for
some of the KEEP benchmarks (e.g., running
records, preplanning for writing, writing in
multiple genres).

In contrast, there was relatively little miss-
ing data found when the Bellevue evaluation

criteria were applied; this was most likely a
reflection of the more global nature of the
Bellevue descriptors. Missing evidence in
KEEP portfolios was predominantly in the area
of student self-reflection, which was not a
KEEP benchmark. KEEP teachers had not
emphasized student self-reflection in their
teaching or in their assessment. As a result,
there were few, if any, artifacts of self-reflec-
tion in the KEEP portfolios. There were also
some missing data in the Bellevue portfolios in
the area of Reading Strategies. Bellevue teach-
ers had difficulty documenting this outcome
even though it was part of their curriculum.

The Common evaluation system, which was
a synthesis of the KEEP and Bellevue criteria
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(adopting the global outcomes of the Bellevue
rubric with some of the specificity of KEEP
benchmarks), produced missing data resem-
bling that identified for the Bellevue rubric.
Missing data were found primarily in areas of
self-reflection, writing process, and reading
process. These areas replicated the missing
data identified when the KEEP and Bellevue
criteria were applied.

These findings suggest that missing data are
not only a problem when applying an "outside"
evaluation criteria to local portfolios but when
applying the "inside," locally developed crite-
ria as well. If teachers or students are unfamil-
iar with the evaluation criteria ahead of time,
they may not select work required by the
criteria. This does not necessarily mean that
outcomes or benchmarks were not taught or
learned, or that the portfolios could not or
would not include this evidence. It simply
suggests that there was not a perceived need to
include it. For example, after reviewing and
evaluating KEEP portfolios, one Bellevue
teacher commented that she wanted to try to
document small group discussions and research
projects in her portfolios. Although these were
already a part of her instructional program,
there was no evidence in her students' portfo-
lios to demonstrate these abilities. Alternative-
ly, it is possible that evidence was missing
because a particular outcome was NOT part of
the class curriculum. An example would be
self-reflection for the KEEP portfolios.

The nature of these missing data suggests
that a specific evaluation system used with a
classroom-based portfolio may not provide a
valid measure of a particular child or of a
particular classroom (e.g., no information

placed in the portfolio; using evaluation criteria
that were not intended for a particular site). To
remedy this might require a fairly minor adap-
tation, for example, requesting that teachers
include specific artifacts typically found in
their classrooms. Both the KEEP and Bellevue
teachers assured us this was possible and desir-
able. Alternatively, it might require a more
dramatic interventiona change in the curricu-
lum (outcomes/benchmarks), instructional
emphasis, or revision of the evaluation criteria
to align it with the actual curriculum.

Although there was a considerable amount
of missing evidence, teachers across sites
generally were able to agree on the presence or
absence of evidence. On average, teachers
reached 94 % interrater agreement about wheth-
er evidence for each outcome could be found in
the artifacts or. whether evidence was missing.
They were able to examine many different
types of complex portfolio artifacts generated
in different classrooms, and agree on what
counted as evidence of particular learning
outcomes or benchmarks. It appears that the
teachers shared a strong knowledge base in
literacy that enabled them to interpret student
work consistently. There were few instances
(less than 6%) of teachers from one site finding
sufficient evidence to assign a rating and other
teachers finding no evidence.

Cross-site evaluation of portfolios also
provides insight about teachers' abilities to use
a different set of outcomes and criteria to
evaluate their own and others' portfolios. In
addition to the complexities outlined above,
teachers had to step outside their own portfolio
models, artifacts, instructional strategies,
evaluation systems, and personal knowledge of
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Figure 2. Interrater agreement across three evaluation criteria.

their students to evaluate the portfolio artifacts.
We addressed this aspect of evaluation by
examining if teachers' ratings of portfolios
from their own site were different from ratings
given by the "outside" teachers.

Our analysis suggests that teachers did not
have a bias when interpreting and rating port-
folios. Bellevue teachers and KEEP teachers
did not consistently rate their own portfolios
higher or lower than the teachers from the
other site. KEEP teachers never rated their
portfolios higher than Bellevue teachers and
Bellevue teachers rated their own portfolios
higher than KEEP teachers less than 1 % of the

time. All the teachers appeared to be able to
use the portfolio information, adjust their
expectations to the criteria being used, and
apply it equally to their own and others' port-
folios. In light of concern about fairness of
new assessments (Linn et al., 1991), this
finding is especially promising. Not only were
the students from very different cultural back-
grounds, but the teachers (raters) were as well.

Overall, the evaluation data suggest that
these teachers learned to rate portfolios with a
high degree of interrater agreement using
several different, but philosophically similar,
evaluation systems. Several factors most likely
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contributed to this consistency. First, teachers
shared common conceptual understandings
about literacy learning that had been developed
for 4 years at each site before this project
began. These understandings were further
enhanced through the classroom visits, cross-
site portfolio discussions, and the evaluation
process that were part of this study. This
common knowledge was reflected in the teach-
ers' abilities to interpret portfolio work from
their own site and the other site. One teacher
commented:

I think what surprised me most was how
easily we could communicate with the teach-
ers about portfolios. . . . We almost immedi-
ately got into good discussions about how the
evidence was collected. I learned that we
could talk to teachers from a very different
setting about portfolios and come up with
much agreement about the students' skills
and performances. The KEEP teachers saw
things in my portfolios that transcended the
tools and "spoke" of the student.
Integral to this professional collegiality was

the low stakes nature of the project. Teachers
felt fortunate to be part of this working group,
were generous with their colleagues, and eager
to learn. One Bellevue teacher noted that,

With the KEEP (teachers), I think there was
more opportunity to really look at what
people were doing and then say, "Gee, I
think I need to be doing that" whereas in a
lot of our own meetings, . . . it's sometimes
been competitive.
A second explanation for strong interrater

agreement might be the inclusion of missing
data. Figure 2 depicts the difference in inter-
rater agreement when missing agreements are
added or deleted from the calculations. Obvi-

ously, interrater agreement would have been
substantially lower, especially using the KEEP
rubric, had we not counted "missing-missing"
agreements into our calculations. However,
most evaluation systems do not use a "miss-
ing" category, but rather rate no evidence or
minimal evidence with the lowest value on the
evaluation scale. We believe that the ability to
interpret complex work in portfolios, and to
see (or not see) evidence of outcomes are
important issues for portfolio evaluation and
professional development. This is especially
true if portfolios are locally defined but evalu-
ated across sites; the complexity and variability
will always be present to complicate interpreta-
tion.

We also believe missing data shed light on
the alignment of curriculum and assessment. A
substantial amount of missing evidence sug-
gests a lack of alignment, an underrepresenta-
tion of the targeted outcomes (Messick, 1994).
Consequently, the validity of the assessment
would be questioned. Our experience suggests,
however, that teachers can become more fo-
cused on collecting portfolio evidence when
they know what is expected and believe that
evidence would be useful to them as well as
others. Nevertheless, even with the best inten-
tions, we found that some types of evidence
were difficult for teachers to document.

Finally, the increase in interrater agreement
across evaluation criteria was probably some-
what influenced by the progression from a very
specific evaluation system (KEEP) to more
global criteria (Bellevue), to the collaborative
development of the Common criteria which
teachers felt combined the best of both sys-
tems. In addition, although 4 months separated
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the two meetings, and teachers did not evaluate
portfolios at their local sites during this time,
they were interested and motivated to prepare
for the next cross-site meeting. This, in turn,
focused their attention on the portfolio con-
tents, the outcomes and benchmarks, and the
evaluation process, which might have improved
their interrater agreement over time.

The evaluation process was judged by
teachers to be a valuable part of portfolio
implementation. Their comments suggest that
collaboratively learning to identify evidence
and then rate that evidence, provided insight
about assessment and instruction that' they
might otherwise not have gained. Because there
were low stakes placed on the scores and high
priority placed on professional development,
teachers were not intimidated by the evaluation
process or defensive about the results. They
were able to take full advantage of the opportu-
nities. They found the experience to be engag-
ing, interesting, and professionally useful. Said
one teacher,

I can't remember when an experience like
this gave me as much to think about in terms
of what I could adopt and adapt. The chance
to re-examine what we had developed by
looking in a very similar but different mirror
is a very unusual opportunity and (one) to be
highly prized.

Professional Development

A more detailed examination of professional
development issues is made possible by looking
closely at two teachers, one from Bellevue and
one from KEEP. These two were selected
because they typify the eight teachers in the
study. They were articulate and eager to talk

about their experiences. Through their words
and experiences, we gain insights that are
evident in the protocols of the other participat-
ing teachers. We analyzed the statements made
by these teachers during interviews and meet-
ings and looked at their students' portfolios for
evidence of the influence of the project upon
their professional development. The teachers'
names are used with their permission.

Sue Bradley, who taught a third- through
fifth-grade multiage classroom, had 12 years of
teaching experience at the time of the project
and had a strong background in the use of
portfolios. Sue was an original member of the
Bellevue portfolio group, had used portfolios
in her classroom for 4 years, and had been one
of the district's representatives to the New
Standards Project. When Sue first observed the
classroom of Nora Okamoto, a KEEP fifth-
grade teacher, she immediately noticed similar-
ities to her own teaching. "For example, writ-
ers' workshop, literature circles, response
journals were all things that I instantly recog-
nized in Nora's room." These similarities
allowed her to focus on specific details of
Nora's instruction, such as "how she paced her
day, what she asked of students in and out of
class, and visible signs around the room of the
accountability that she had established for her
students." The similarities in philosophy and
instruction made it easy for Sue to communi-
cate with Nora and the other KEEP teachers
about portfolios. "There was little lead time
needed to build a common understanding, and
instead we almost immediately got into good
discussions about how the evidence was col-
lected."

After her visit to KEEP, Sue noted that she
wanted to try more of the modeling of reading
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and writing with her students that she had seen
Nora do. In the classroom of another KEEP
teacher, she was impressed by the student-led
literature discussions and the emphasis on
quality responses. She remarked on the KEEP
teachers' constant use of the terms of the KEEP
reading and writing benchmarks (e.g., author's
craft, reading/writing connections, reading and
writing in different genres), which gave stu-
dents the language for communicating with
teachers about their progress. Finally, she
thought it was a good idea to involve students
in assisting with record keeping.

Involvement in portfolio evaluation and
development of the Common evaluation rubric,
with the complex discussions that these en-
tailed, broadened Sue's understanding of port-
folios. She stated:

I think it's a healthy process because any
time you have to teach somebody what you
mean, it is like peer teaching in a classroom.
It's not just giving, it's a very reciprocal
situation. So when you have to explain what
you meant in a certain situation to someone
else, you're then clarifying your own think-
ing.

The discussions helped Sue to see the signifi-
cance of various artifacts within another teach-
er's portfolio. She stated, "Because I had
conversations with her (Nora), sat and wrestled
with scores with her, I gained more of an
understanding about what that chart (a portfolio
artifact) represents."

At the conclusion of the project, Sue noted
that she had started being more specific with
her students about the kinds of evidence needed
to document their involvement with the writing
process. She described herself as "much more
religious about looking for evidence of pre-

planning writing" to the point where she re-
quired her students to write out their plans
instead of making this step optional. She had
her students evaluate their own writing using
an evaluation rubric, as a means of teaching
them about standards for literacy performance.
She also had become more aware in her own
classroom of the quality of students' responses
during literature discussions.

The portfolio content analysis served to
verify that Sue had succeeded in making sever-
al changes. For example, one student's portfo-
lio contained a plan for writing and a penpal
letter (to a student in Nora's class) with a
prewriting web. Clearly, this student had
become aware of gathering evidence for plan-
ning her writing. This portfolio included a
piece of explanatory writing with two student-
scored rubrics and a checklist on which the
student had evaluated her progress as a writer.
These artifacts indicated that the student was
involved in activities to promote awareness of
standards for literacy performance. The portfo-
lio also contained the notes of a reading confer-
ence, showing Sue's concern with the quality
of the student's responses to literature.

As noted above, Sue's counterpart at KEEP
was Nora Okamoto. Nora had been teaching
for 21 years and associated with KEEP for 4
years. At the time of the project, she had used
portfolios in her classrooms for 2 years, but
only as part of her writers' workshop, not her
readers' workshop. In the first year, following
the KEEP approach, she had familiarized the
students with the fifth-grade benchmarks for
writing. Then she had gone through the stu-
dents' portfolios and tagged pieces showing
evidence that the students had met the various
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benchmarks, a documentation procedure re-
quired in KEEP's monitoring of student
achievement. During the second year, Nora
decided to turn the responsibility for selecting
and tagging evidence over to the students. She
felt this approach had worked to address the
only weakness she saw in using portfolio
assessment: that it could be extremely time-
consuming. Before meeting the Bellevue teach-
ers, Nora indicated that she was in the process
of developing a system to assess her students'
progress in reading to parallel the system she
had worked out for writing.

Contact with the Bellevue teachers accelerat-
ed Nora's thinking about how to expand her
portfolios to encompass reading as well as
writing. Nora found that immersing herself in
another portfolio system "afforded me the
opportunity to see a wide range of data collec-
tion tools that work well in assessing student
achievement and growth." By studying the
Bellevue portfolios, she gained many specific
ideas about how to document growth in read-
ing. Before her visit to Bellevue, Nora had not
seen a multiage classroom or a school building
organized into pods to encourage team teach-
ing. However, like Sue, she was able to, see
beyond the differences in classroom and cultur-
al contexts, noting Sue's students' involvement
in many of the same activities she used in her
own classroom, including literature circles,
independent reading, and reading journals.

Nora indicated that involvement in portfolio
evaluation and development of the Common
evaluation rubric had "broadened [her] per-
spective on portfolio contents and organiza-
tion." She gained confidence in her ability to
understand descriptors and evaluate individual

students' portfolios. She was impressed by the
group's ability to reach agreement about the
criteria for judging students' competence in
reading and writing.

At the conclusion of the project, Nora
observed that she had become aware of the
importance of students' self-evaluation and
reflection and regular portfolio visits, central
features of the Bellevue portfolio system. She
noted:

I've expanded on the student entry tags on
the writing process steps to include com-
ments about specific skills, and I now have
students evaluate writing projects upon com-
pletion (self-evaluation and reflection). I plan
to use colored entry slips and the portfolio
visit questionnaire as part of the portfolio
next year. The entry slips were helpful in
understanding the significance of the work
and why it was selected for the portfolio.
Quarterly portfolio visits provided insight
into students' thinking about their overall
progress in that quarter.

Nora concluded that "participation in this
project has had a positive impact on my learn-
ing and growth as a classroom teacher." She
added that she had gained "methods to try,
tools to use, and a better understanding of
portfolios as a way to integrate teaching, learn-
ing, and assessment."

A content analysis of a sample of Nora's
portfolios at the end of the school year indicat-
ed that she had already succeeded in making
several changes. At the end of the second
quarter, after her first meeting with the Belle-
vue teachers, Nora had her students add the
following to their portfolios: a page from their
reading journals; a web showing efferent and
aesthetic responses to literature; and activity
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sheets showing vocabulary development, story
sequencing, and an analysis of story parts.
These items were evident in students' portfolios
in the fourth quarter. Entry slips similar to
those used in Bellevue were placed on the
items, indicating what students thought the
items showed about their progress as readers
and writers.

As these case examples indicate, the teach-
ers in this project gained specific ideas for
improving portfolio assessment in their class-
rooms. Their study, rating, and discussions of
each other's portfolios heightened their con-
cerns about documenting students' literacy
learning in as complete and sensitive a manner
as possible. Teachers seemed to be adding to
their notions of what should be included in a
portfolio and broadening their thinking about
important dimensions of student performance.
Their approach seemed to be additive; they did
not discard any of the dimensions recognized as
important in their own portfolio system, but
added on dimensions highlighted in the other
site's portfolios (for example, self-evaluation in
the case of Bellevue and the planning of writing
in the case of KEEP). In other words, they
appeared to be expanding the criteria by which
they assessed students' literacy learning, know-
ing that their instruction would have to be
adjusted to meet these additional criteria. As
Frederikson and Collins (1989) suggest, devel-
oping an evaluation system and learning to
apply it can make the critical traits in perfor-
mance clear to teachers as well as students.

Understanding a Portfolio Assessment
System: The Components and Conditions

Any discussion of this case study must take
into account the naturally occurring context,

both for its best-case perspective and for the
realities of classroom-based research. Portfo-
lios had been well-established, integral ele-
ments of these teachers' classrooms and, as
such, they reflected the experience, knowl-
edge, commitment, professional development,
idiosyncrasies, and individualization each
teacher brought to her own classroom and to
the cross-site collaboration. Such is the nature
of all classroom-based assessment and, indeed,
all instruction. We found that rather than
serving simply as assessment tools, effective
portfolios were actually part of a complex and
interactive portfolio system that served to
support both teaching and learning. Our pur-
pose, therefore, is not to generalize to other
projects, list the specifications for portfolio
contents, or suggest evaluation criteria, but to
highlight the essential components and the
internal and external conditions which create a
successful portfolio assessment system.

The Components

The three components described in this
studyportfolio evidence, the evaluation
process, and professional developmentare at
the heart of such a portfolio system. All must
all be in place if portfolios are to improve
instruction, student achievement and class-
room-based assessment. Each component has
a profound influence on the others and on the
overall effectiveness of the system (see Figure
3). A brief description of the interaction among
these components follows.

Interaction of portfolio evidence and profes-
sional development. Our data and experiences
suggest that as teachers closely examine stu-
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Figure 3. Model of effective portfolio system.

dents' work from their own and other class-
rooms, they clarify important learning out-
comes and learn to interpret student perfor-
mance based on multiple forms of evidence.
Working collaboratively, discussing portfolio
artifacts, encourages teachers to reexamine
their knowledge, assumptions, and misconcep-
tions about teaching and assessment practices.
Conversely, teachers' understandings of curric-
ulum and instruction are reflected in portfolio
evidence. We can see their strengths and weak-
nesses, their priorities, and the opportunities
they provide for their students. As teachers
grow and change through professional develop-
ment, their portfolio evidence begins to change
as well. This slow, iterative process is likely to
produce meaningful, sustainable changes in

both portfolio evidence and in underlying
classroom instruction.

Interaction of portfolio evidence with the
evaluation process. Using portfolios for evalu-
ation forces teachers to rely on evidence for
their decisions. It grounds evaluation in con-
crete data. Teachers also learn that students
cannot be evaluated for learning that has not
been documented or that has not been taught.
When portfolio evidence is inadequate or
unavailable, the evaluation process may be
complicated and the results may be misleading
or subject to question. Results will differ
dramatically depending on the interpretation,
sources, and amount of portfolio evidence that
is missing. At the same time, the evaluation
process can reveal gaps in portfolio evidence
that, in turn, reflect gaps in teaching and class-
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room assessment. As a result, portfolio con-
tents and related instruction are likely to
change to match the evaluation criteria. It is
clear, however, that genuine changes in portfo-
lio evidence occur only when teachers find
portfolios useful in their own classrooms.

Interaction between the evaluation process
and professional development. The evaluation
component is absent from many local portfolio
projects. Many reject it because of negative
associations with standardized test scores and
psychometric difficulties of portfolio evalua-
tion. However, when teachers are involved in
the development of evaluation criteria and the
actual evaluation process, the nature of the
interaction between evaluation and professional
development changes from an antagonistic one
to a symbiotic one. The evaluation process
becomes a positive and valued vehicle for
teachers to examine their instruction and ex-
pectations for children. Evaluation of portfo-
lios anchors teachers' expectations beyond their
local classrooms, and it reinforces the impor-
tance of making criteria clear to students. In
addition, with practice, teachers become better
evaluators, more able to identify evidence in
complex student work and to make reliable
judgments about the quality of that work. And,
as noted above, once teachers are familiar with
the evaluation criteria and types of evidence
that are useful, they can adjust their portfolios
and instruction accordingly.

Teachers who have developed a strong
knowledge base in teaching and learning have
little difficulty applying evaluation criteria to
portfolios from their own and others sites;
those who are less well-grounded would likely
experience difficulty. Furthermore, teachers'

knowledge and professional development
experiences influence their participation in the
evaluation process. Experienced portfolio
teachers use the process to ask questions, learn
new strategies, and support their colleagues.
They enrich the evaluation process and take
advantage of the opportunity for professional
growth.

Internal and External Conditions

Evidently, a push or pull on one component
within this system affects the others. In addi-
tion, the nature of these interactions is influ-
enced by the internal and external contexts in
which they exist. Bird (1988) reminds us that
"the potential of portfolio procedures depends
as much on the political, organizational, and
professional settings in which they are used as
on anything about the procedures themselves"
(p. 2).

Supportive internal conditions are essential
to sustaining an effective portfolio system. In
this study, the local conditions within each site
supported the emerging portfolio systems.
Stakes were low for teachers; district interest,
support and commitment high. Local, long-
term professional development encouraged
gradual implementation of portfolios and devel-
opment of an evaluation process. Conversa-
tions about implementation difficulties were
important, not threatening, to teachers. Discus-
sions about instruction were part of the pro-
cess, not add-ons. In a supportive local con-
text, teachers have ownership over their re-
spective portfolio implementations, and they
take responsibility and pride in them. Teachers
are supported and feel supported in their ef-
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forts. The process is valued as much as the
portfolio product.

The addition of a compatible cross-site
(external) perspective strengthens each of the
componentsportfolio evidence, evaluation
process, and professional development. Be-
cause, in this case, the external perspective was
perceived as supportive, there was no "coach-
ing" for the evaluation sessions or time spent
by the teachers or students perfecting portfolio
artifacts. There was no fear of results. With an
external perspective, teachers have an opportu-
nity to expand their understandings of impor-
tant learning outcomes, explore new instruc-
tional techniques, and anchor their expectations
for student performance against common public
standards. An external perspective provides a
sounding board, a point of comparison, for
locally developed outcomes, strategies, and
standards. It provides an opportunity to discov-
er inappropriate or unintentional skewing of
expectations that sometimes comes from being
too isolated or close to one's own work.

Without supportive internal and external
conditions, the results of this study certainly
would have been different. Had there been less
flexibility in portfolio implementation, more
requirements for portfolio contents, more time
spent on evaluation, or greater familiarity with
the evaluation criteria, we might have achieved
higher interrater agreement or had less missing
evidence. However, we are equally convinced
that the benefits to professional development
would not have been as great. The portfolio
requirements and the evaluation process would
have been too far removed from local class-
rooms to be meaningful and useful for teach-
ers. Similarly, had there been less commonality

in literacy philosophy and knowledge-base,
teacher support, or portfolio experience across
sites, our findings would not have been as
positive. The external perspective was benefi-
cial because it was compatible with the empha-
sis, experience, and needs of each site. Had
there been less compatibility, we are certain
that all the components would have been more
problematic; portfolio evidence would have
been more difficult to interpret, the evaluation
process would have been more complex, inter-
rater agreement would have been lower, and
professional development would have been
minimized.

We realize that some will take exception to
our model of a classroom-based portfolio
assessment system with its emphasis on clearly
stated outcomes and some required portfolio
evidence (e.g., Carini, 1975; Hansen, 1994).
Others will question the amount of support,
cost, and time needed to implement such a
project. Others will challenge the evaluation
process and credibility of results. And others
will doubt the need for an external perspective
for locally developed portfolios. However,
with all the elements in place, we believe the
process is a strong oneit has system validity
(Frederilcson & Collins, 1989; Messick, 1994).
This assessment process promotes valued
changes in teaching and learning; this is the
ultimate goal of assessment.

Taken together, the process and products of
this study point to the naiveté of mandating
portfolio implementation and expecting imme-
diate. results. Certainly, states and school
districts can mandate teachers' use of portfo-
lios, but they cannot mandate their effective-
ness for assessment nor their positive effects on

NATIONAL READING RESEARCH CENTER, READING RESEARCH REPORT NO. 73

38



Portfolios Across Educational Contexts 31

teaching and learning. The challenges of our
experiences most assuredly will be magnified
with mandated portfolio assessment, perhaps
beyond the point of finding the process or the
results beneficial to any stakeholdersteachers,
students, parents, administrators, or policy-ma-
kers. Instead, we argue for a portfolio system
that includes attention to all the components
portfolio evidence, evaluation process, and
professional developmentall in supportive
local and external contexts. Without such a
system, portfolio assessment will be disap-
pointing, ineffective, and doomed to failure.
With such a system, it can contribute to high
quality education for all children.

Author Note. We are indebted to the teachers and
administrators associated with the Bellevue and
KEEP portfolio projects for their collaboration,
commitment, and support.
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