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Abstract 

This research is administered according to the research objectives and questions that govern its parameters. It 
examines how portfolio assessment implemented in an English proficiency course promotes learner autonomy 
among Malaysian tertiary learners. A case study approach has been selected as it provides a suitable context to 
accomplish the aim of the study. To achieve the objective of the study, Sociocultural theory (SCT) and a 
reconceptualized construct of learner autonomy are adapted. This paper will discuss the use of portfolio 
assessment and its development of the psychological dimension of autonomy among English as Second language 
(ESL) tertiary students of different ethnicity. In this pilot study, data was collected from two students via 
background questionnaire form, face to face interview, and observation field notes. Participants were selected 
through purposeful, and homogeneous sampling. It is found that these participants experienced the motivational 
and affective sub dimensions of the psychological aspect of autonomy while completing their portfolio 
assessment. Findings from this study highlighted how portfolio assessment enables the participants to practice 
autonomous learning in its different psychological sub dimensions due to conditions such as self – confidence, 
portfolio assessment process, portfolio requirements, teacher factor, and the identification of strengths and 
weaknesses. It is hoped that the findings would benefit the ESL instructors and learners in their attempt to 
understand and consequently improve the teaching and learning of the writing skills by using portfolio 
assessment and provides insight into the practice of autonomous learning among learners of different cultural 
background.  
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1. Introduction 

In order to determine and improve learners’ ability in language learning, their development and 
performance are usually assessed by their respective language instructors through different types of 
assessment. Language assessment is the process of gathering information about learners’ language 
knowledge or ability so that it can be described and analysed, usually for the purpose of making 
various decisions. This type of assessment delivers different purposes, resulting in placement 
assessment, progress assessment, also known as short – term achievement assessment, achievement 
assessment and proficiency assessment (Brown & Hudson, 1998; Brown, 2004). 
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Where writing is concerned, Othman (2010) posited that student’s acquisition of literacy expressed 
through writing is considered as one of the important tasks in learning at school, for the acquisition of 
written literacy could serve as the “vehicle of learning” and also “a means of achieving other goals as 
well” (p.1). In the context of English as a second language (ESL), Weigle (2002), earlier stated that 
effective writing ability is becoming much more important for ESL students because of the increasing 
role of writing instruction in L2 language education. In the Malaysian ESL context, even then, it seems 
that writing in English language has always been a problem to students (Abbas et al., 2005). This also 
seems to be the case for Malaysian students at the tertiary level, demonstrated in several researches 
with Malaysian tertiary students as participants. These researches conducted by Ismail et al., (2012); 
Ong and Maarof (2013); Ashrafzadeh and Nimechisalem (2015) did indicate that writing in English 
language could be problematic to ESL Malaysian tertiary students. In addressing the issue, Ong and 
Maarof (2013) for example, agreed that the changing educational needs and approaches of the present-
day classroom requires the exploration of different approaches, methods and pedagogies of teaching 
and learning. According to them, because of the lack of interest and ability in the writing skills of the 
majority of the Malaysian students, a more interactive pedagogy in teaching writing is seen as a 
suitable alternative to replace the traditional method of teaching writing. In the context of writing and 
assessment, Hamp – Lyons and Condon (2000) earlier on suggested that more programs at every level, 
college level included, are increasingly acknowledging and responding to the shortcomings of the 
traditional, holistic assessment. This resulted in the repositioning from the traditional, holistic 
assessment of student writing onto portfolio-based assessment. In the context of this research, even 
then, tertiary educators in Malaysia had already begun to focus to alternative assessment and non – 
traditional assessment such as portfolio assessment as the instrument to gauge and improve students’ 
academic performance (Mohd Saad & Mohd Noor, 2007). In addition to that, the implementation of 
portfolio assessment is also received positively by the Malaysian students (Fook & Sidhu, 2010). It is 
also a notion repeatedly highlighted that the emphasis on learner centred approaches over teacher 
centred ones has enabled portfolios to become one of the innovative language learning tools in 
teaching writing. With the right approach by English instructors, portfolios provide an important 
potential in writing instructions as learners can benefit from them as tools in the writing process 
(Farrah, 2018). Recently, the use of portfolios as an alternative in assessments has become 
increasingly popular due to the current development in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) field 
(Hakim & Srisudarso, 2020).  

Portfolio assessment is a contrast to the traditional assessment of indirect testing and direct test of 
writing which is based on the positivist paradigm that emphasizes the standardizing of the testing 
instrument and focuses at whether learner achieve a high score. It is different because it customizes the 
evaluation to fit a specific local context and in turn, is interested in looking at how learners achieve a 
high score (Murphy & Grant, 1996; Hamp – Lyons & Condon, 2000). In addition, this assessment 
advocates strong support for many of the most effective teaching and learning strategies in 
composition, which could fit the ESL tertiary education level’s requirement of written literacy. 
Researchers such as Javanmard and Farahani (2012) highlight that traditional assessment methods do 
not involve the students in their learning, teaching and assessment process as there is no direct or 
indirect connection between them, but portfolio assessment provides students the opportunities to be 
actively involved in the learning, teaching and assessment. Hence, portfolio assessment is seen as an 
assessment that allows the students more autonomy, enabling them to become more assertive and 
independent thinkers. It also enables the students to monitor their own learning progress, control their 
learning and reflect on their learning process and progress. According to Farrah (2018), portfolio 
writing is seen as a motivating tool to learners due to its collaborative nature and learner centred 
approach. It also promotes autonomous learning by permitting learners to do the following: revise their 
work, monitor own progress, self-evaluate and identify own strengths and weaknesses in the process. 



.   Baharom & Shaari / Journal of Language and Linguistic Studies, 18(Special Issue 2) (2022) 1289–1305   1291 

© 2022 Cognizance Research Associates - Published by JLLS. 

Based on some of the advantages of portfolio assessment discussed above, it is conceivable to say that 
portfolio assessment is also the type of alternative assessment that embraces and encourages 
autonomous learning. Portfolio assessment is seen as a type of assessment that could enhance learners’ 
opportunities to do more in their learning and be responsible and in control of their tasks not just in the 
classroom but also when they are on their own. However, despite reported effectiveness of portfolio 
assessment in encouraging autonomous learning, minimal research attention has been directed toward 
the understanding of the relationship between portfolio assessment and learner autonomy especially in 
English as a second language (ESL) writing research involving learners of different ethnicity as 
demonstrated by the studies discussed in the literature review concerning portfolio assessment and 
learner autonomy. Thus, this pilot study will demonstrate how portfolio assessment designed for an 
intermediate course at tertiary level promotes the development of autonomous learning in ESL learners 
of diverse educational and cultural background.  Specifically, the objective discussed in this paper is to 
identify the contributing conditions that lead to learners’ practice of psychological autonomy in their 
portfolio assessment process. In sum, this study will be adapting from Sociocultural theory (SCT) and 
Murase (2007, 2015)’s reconceptualised construct of learner autonomy as frameworks to understand 
how portfolio assessment promotes the development of autonomous learning and the type of 
psychological autonomy practised by these ESL participants of diverse educational, and cultural or 
ethnic background.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Language Assessment 

In the past, to assess the effects of teaching on students learning a second language, traditional 
methods such as paper and pencil tests and performance tests were carried out. Such tests were applied 
by teachers to determine the outcome or product of learning (Tavakoli & Amirian, 2012). However, 
recent years have seen alternative assessment techniques garnering much interest. These alternative 
assessment techniques strive for a more democratic and task-based methods of evaluation to test 
learners’ language proficiency as well as evaluating both process and product of learning. 
Furthermore, opportunities for authentic, active language learning and a much more detailed 
evaluation of student’s progress offered by this type of assessment have made the shift onto alternative 
assessment garnering support not only from the western educators, but also from their eastern 
counterparts. This also includes the acceptance of portfolio-based assessment to assess students’ 
language performance (Moradan & Hedayati, 2012). 

2.2 Portfolio 

To better understand this type of performance assessment, it is important to understand what 
portfolio is in the context of language learning. Moya and O’Malley (1994) defined portfolio as “a 
collection of a student’s work, experiences, exhibitions, self – ratings (i.e. data)” (p.2). In terms of 
writing assessment, it is seen as a collection of written texts prepared for different purposes over a 
certain period of time” (Weigle, 2002). Hamp – Lyons and Condon (2000) listed the nine 
characteristics of a well-designed portfolio. In their opinion, a portfolio which is designed with more 
of the listed characteristics will provide richer and more useful information, thus making it a well-
designed, effective assessment tool. The exclusion of some of the characteristics however, will make it 
a less effective one. The nine characteristics include: collection, range, context richness, delayed 
evaluation, selection, student – centred control, reflection and self- assessment, growth along specific 
parameters and development over time. Among the nine characteristics, Hamp – Lyons and Condon 
considered collection, reflection, and selection as the most important components of a portfolio.  
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Lo (2010) summed that past research in foreign language learning attempted by Delett, Barnhardt 
and Kevorkian (2001); Banfi, (2003); Yang, (2003) and Allen (2004) have all revealed portfolios to be 
an effective instrument to combine pedagogy, learning and evaluation while simultaneously promoting 
critical thinking and learner autonomy. Recent literatures have also shown the ongoing interest on 
portfolios. However, these literatures look mainly at the effects, benefits and challenges of a writing 
portfolio and participants ‘perception and attitude towards the writing portfolios (Farrah, 2018; 
Askarzadeh & Mall – Amiri, 2018; Saavedra – Jeldres & Espinoza, 2019; Ghoorchaei & Tavakoli, 
2020).  

2.3 Portfolio Assessment  

Scholars discussing portfolio assessment provided various definitions to explain it. Moya and 
O’Malley (1994, p.2) described it as “the procedure used to plan, collect, and analyse the multiple 
sources of data maintained in the portfolio”. Hamp – Lyons and Condon (2000) on the other hand 
defined it as “a collection of writing that contains a multiplicity of texts and that incorporates 
information about the writing context, not merely the writing itself” (p.118). 

Many studies on portfolio assessment are focused on the subjects of portfolio assessment within the 
first language context, perceptions, reflections and experiences of teachers within the first language 
context. (Singh et al., 2015). Previous research on portfolio assessment has also seen the main focus 
directed on students’ and teachers’ perceptions of its benefits and how it affects students’ motivation 
as well as general writing abilities (Lam, 2014). There are also numerous empirical studies conducted 
on portfolio assessment and portfolio as an assessment tool in second and foreign language teaching 
and learning. These literatures are mostly on the benefits and drawbacks of using portfolio as an 
assessment (tool) in the writing classroom: (Ghoorchaei et al., 2010; Hassaskhah & Sharifi, 2011; 
Hashemian & Azadi, 2011; Tabatabaei & Asssefi, 2012; Azarfam & Kalajahi, 2012; Tavakoli & 
Amirian, 2012; Javanmard & Farahani, 2012; Singh & Samad, 2013; Roohani & Taheri, 2015; Lam, 
2015; Singh et al., 2015) and some other studies discussed perceptions of portfolio assessment as an 
assessment tool: (Mohd Saad & Mohd Noor, 2007; Fook et al., 2010; Chung, 2012; Singh & Samad, 
2013).  

Many researchers agreed that portfolio assessment is an alternative approach to writing assessment 
that can allow broader inferences about writing ability compared to single – shot approaches to 
evaluating writing, both in the individual classroom and on a larger scale (Weigle, 2002). Portfolios 
are also especially regarded as suitable assessment tools to be used with non-native English – speaking 
students because they enable a broader measure of students’ ability, and also because they replace the 
timed writing context, which has long been argued to be particularly discriminatory against non-native 
writers (Hamp – Lyons & Condon, 2000). To understand the study discussed in this paper, it is 
important to highlight Brown and Hudson’s (1998) notion of the advantages of portfolio assessment as 
reported by the literature. They noted that literature on portfolio assessment reveals at least three 
advantages of portfolio assessments clustered into three categories: strengthening students' learning, 
enhancing the teacher's role, and improving testing processes. On the same note, researchers 
Javanmard and Farahani (2012) posited that in comparison to traditional assessment methods which do 
not involve the students in their learning, teaching and assessment process as there is no direct or 
indirect connection between them, portfolio assessment provides students the opportunities to be 
actively involved in the learning, teaching and assessment. Hence, portfolio assessment is seen as a 
type of assessment that allows the students more autonomy, enabling them to become more assertive 
and independent thinkers. It also enables the students to monitor their own learning progress, control 
their learning and reflect on their learning process and progress.  
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2.4 Learner Autonomy 

According to Cotterall and Crabbe (1999), Holec (1979), Dickinson (1987) and Little (1991) 
agreed that the ability to take charge of one’s own learning is the focus of the learner autonomy 
movement. Decision – making in the learning process is the heart of the concern. In line with the core 
responsibilities of a teacher, teachers have traditionally made the decisions about the learning goals 
and how to achieve them. However, with the learner autonomy movement, the challenge is to focus 
more on both learners’ ability to set their learning goals and to organize their own learning activity. 
Egel (2009) noted that research on learner autonomy have included evidence that learner autonomy 
and the language classroom, teacher included, complement each other. Mesfin (2008) similarly 
observed that for learner autonomy to be realized, it has to be understood and accepted as a goal by 
both students and teachers.  

On learner autonomy’s definition, Little (2015, p.1) agreed that learner autonomy is a problematic 
term to define as it is widely confused with self – instruction. It is also a concept that is extremely 
difficult to define precisely, making it a “slippery concept”. According to Benson (2007), the rise of 
autonomy in language education started with the Council of Europe’s Modern Languages Project that 
led to Henri Holec’s (1981) seminal report’s publication where autonomy was defined as ‘the ability to 
take charge of one’s own learning’ (p.3). Holec’s definition of learner autonomy has remained as the 
most widely cited definition in the field of learner autonomy. Little (2015, p.1) noted that many agree 
that “the practice of learner autonomy requires insight, a positive attitude, a capacity for reflection, and 
a readiness to be proactive in self – management and in interaction with others”. He added that with 
this working definition, the challenge of learner autonomy is identified as “a holistic view of the 
learner that requires us to engage with the cognitive, metacognitive, affective and social dimensions of 
language learning and to worry about how they interact with one another” (p.1). In addition, as the 
idea of autonomy progressed beyond the specialist literature into the mainstream language education 
context, the idea is also being linked to other important concepts in the field such as learning strategies 
and self-regulation, individual differences and sociocultural theory, motivation and teacher 
development (Benson, 2007).  

Earlier research on learner autonomy also seem to suggest that the western style of autonomy in 
language teaching does not suit the learning style of each individual student. According to Egel 
(2009), in a study by Rees – Miller (1993), Asian learners were being taught using western learning 
strategies. Learners in the study performed poorly because they were prevented from using their own 
studying strategy of rote memorization. Littlewood (1999) argued that the portrayal of autonomy in 
language learning is seen as a western concept and this is not applicable to the East Asian context 
where educational traditions differ. He thoughtfully proposed the need to combine the diverse aspects 
of autonomy with the characteristics and needs of learners in specific contexts. In later years, Ahmadi 
and Mahdavi – Zafarghandi (2013) observed that learner autonomy is a difficult notion in the Asian 
contexts as it challenges the traditional role held by the teacher as the authority figure and initiator in 
the classroom. Gholami (2016) also contended that in some educational systems, autonomy practice is 
a rare concern and seems to be more suitable to be applied in the western culture. Additionally, he also 
observed that it is generally accepted that learner autonomy practice is still unfamiliar to learners in the 
non – western cultures. It is also interesting to note that the literature on learner autonomy is also 
progressing on studies conducted with participants from the same, homogenous ethnicity such as  
Japanese (Murase, 2007, 2015; Mineishi, 2010; Cooke, 2013); Turkish/Anatolian (Demirtas & Sert, 
2010); Chinese and Hong Kong Chinese (Ho & Crookall, 1995; Dafei, 2007); Taiwanese (Lo, 2010; 
Chang & Geary, 2015); Palestinian (Razeq, 2014); and Iranian (Khodadady & Khodabakhshzade, 
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2012;  Ahmadi &  Mahdavi – Zafarghandi, 2013; Riasati & Mollaei, 2014;  Sani & Vaseghi, 2015;  
Gholami, 2016).  

2.5 Theoretical Frameworks 

Following is a brief discussion of the two frameworks on which the research is based: Sociocultural 
theory (SCT) and Murase (2007, 2015)’s reconceptualised construct of learner autonomy. According 
to John – Steiner and Mahn (1996), Vygotsky and his colleagues originally “systemized and applied” 
the sociocultural approaches to learning and development back in the 1920s and 1930s (p.191.). These 
approaches are based on the concept that human activities happen in cultural contexts, mediated by 
other symbol systems and language, and can be best understood when they are explored in their 
historical development. This theory posited that social interaction and cultural institutions like 
classrooms, schools, etc. play critical roles in an individual’s cognitive growth and development 
(Donato & Mccormick, 1994). Ellis (2008) asserted that SCT is a very prominent theory in second 
language acquisition (SLA) due to strong support from Lantolf and his colleagues. Lantolf (2000) 
opined that the primary concept that differentiates SCT is that higher levels of mental activity are 
mediated. In SCT, external mediation is needed to achieve internal mediation. He proposed that 
mediation in second language learning incorporates mediation by others in social interaction, 
mediation by self via private speech, and mediation by artefacts (such as tasks and technology). 
Lantolf also considered private speech as a type of interaction (the learner interacting with himself or 
herself). As discussed by Little (2015, p. 1), learner autonomy is a problematic term to define as it is 
usually confused with self – instruction. It is also a concept that is extremely difficult to define 
precisely, a “slippery concept”, making measuring or investigating the development of learner’s 
autonomy a challenging matter both quantitatively or qualitatively. Hence for this study, to examine 
the development of students’ autonomy while completing their portfolio assessment, Murase (2007, 
2015)’s reconceptualised construct of learner autonomy is considered to be used as another 
framework, alongside Sociocultural theory. This reconceptualised construct of learner autonomy was 
designed by Murase with Asian (Japanese) students in mind. Here, the construct of learner autonomy 
has been reconceptualised and operationalised to consist of four major dimensions such as technical, 
psychological, political – philosophical and socio – cultural autonomy.  

3.  Methodology 

3.1 Research Design:  The Qualitative Orientation  

This pilot study applied a qualitative research design in accumulating information with regard to 
the development of autonomous learning practices by means of portfolio assessment. To meet the 
research objectives, data were acquired from two Malaysian students through an open – ended 
background questionnaire form, a face- to- face semi – structured interview session and a non-
participation observation session.  

This single case study research is qualitative in orientation as the researcher’s intention is to 
understand the phenomenon to be investigated from the participants’ point of view.  According to 
Merriam (2002), qualitative research is primarily focused on the notion that meaning is socially 
constructed by individuals in their interaction with their surroundings. In this type of research, the 
surrounding, world or reality is not “the fixed, single, agreed upon, or measurable phenomenon” as it 
is seen in the quantitative research (p.3). Rather, the constructions and interpretations of reality are not 
fixed and are prone to variation and change. Merriam also points that a qualitative researcher is 
interested in understanding what those interpretations of reality are at specific point in time and 
context and this is what the researcher intends to do: to investigate the participants’ interpretation of 



.   Baharom & Shaari / Journal of Language and Linguistic Studies, 18(Special Issue 2) (2022) 1289–1305   1295 

© 2022 Cognizance Research Associates - Published by JLLS. 

their experience and how that makes them an autonomous learner while completing their portfolio 
assessment in an English course. A case study approach to qualitative research design (Merriam, 2002) 
was proposed to be conducted because it provides “an intensive description and analysis of a 
phenomenon or social unit such as an individual, group, institution or community” that is to be 
investigated (p.8). This qualitative study also implemented both the research – before – theory and 
theory before research model (Berg, 2007) in its process. According to Berg (2007) this approach is 
possible and it is conceived “spirally rather than linear in its progression” (p.24). This means that the 
proposed approach begins with an idea, gathering of theoretical information, reconsidering and 
refining idea, beginning to examine possible designs, re-examining theoretical assumptions and 
refining the theoretical assumptions and even the original and refined idea. With every step forward, 
some steps backwards are taken too, so it is no longer a “linear progression in a single, forward 
direction” (p.24). 

3.2 Participants 

Participants for this pilot study consist of two tertiary students from a public university in Malaysia. 
These local participants were selected according to purposeful (Creswell, 2008) and homogeneous 
(Dornyei, 2007) type of sampling. They were purposely selected because the researcher was interested 
in understanding the phenomenon under focus. Homogeneous sampling was conducted in participant 
sampling because the participants were students who have had the experience of completing portfolio 
assessment in an English language course. Their participation was also on voluntary basis. Following 
are the details of both participants: 

Table 1.  Details of the pilot study participants 
 

Pseudonym Semester Program Ethnicity Gender SPM 
English 
grade 

English 
Course 

level at the 
time of 
study 

 
 
 

 

Ling 
 

4 
 

B. 
Int.Aff.Mgt 

(Hons) 
 

 
Chinese 

 
Female 

 
A- 

Upper 
intermediate 

Azura 3 B.Finance 
(Hons) 

Malay Female B+ Upper 
intermediate 

 

3.2.1 Participants’ Profile 
Participant 1: Ling 

Age: 22  

Program: International Event Management 

Profile: She looks reserved and calm but is actually a friendly and talkative person once one gets to 
know her. Respectful towards others when speaking, she exudes a calm and polite mannerism when 
communicating with the researcher and with her classmates. She would usually take some time to 
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answer the questions and her answers are usually short so she had to be encouraged to elaborate her 
points through prompts. Soft spoken and speaks in a low volume, making her utterances somewhat 
unclear at times. She is confident in attempting the portfolio assessment, as she said she is used to 
doing research i.e. looking for information in completing her other assignments before this, is able to 
arrange her ideas well and likes to meet her language instructor to get feedbacks throughout the 
portfolio assessment process. She respects her language instructor and appreciates the learning process 
with him but also feels confident in her ability to carry out the assigned tasks. A focused and organized 
person, she makes sure she plans her portfolio assessment activities well so that she could follow the 
timeline given in order to complete the assessment. 

Participant 2: Azura 

Age: 23  

Program: Bachelor of Finance 

Profile: She is a smart, bold and confident young woman, and is rather reserved and careful in 
expressing her opinions. She knows what she is doing while she does her portfolio assessment. This is 
evident in the way she planned her tasks in the portfolio assessment process specifically when she was 
in the earlier stage of the assessment that was when she was selecting articles to be used for her essay, 
and also in selecting the theme for her essay, resulting in her choosing the more contemporary and the 
latest theme so it would be easier for her to find the necessary information for the essay. She is usually 
quiet in the class, occasionally communicating with a classmate who usually sits next to her. 

3.3 Setting 

A public university in the peninsular part of Malaysia was selected as the setting for data collection. 
The setting for this study was determined based on the consideration of four criteria suggested by Berg 
(2007): entry or access to the study site or setting is possible; the target population is likely to be 
available; there is high probability that the study’s focuses, processes, people, programs, interactions, 
and structures that are part of the research question(s) will be available to the researcher; and the 
research can be conducted effectively by an individual or individuals during the data – collection phase 
of the study. Specifically, data collection took place in several classrooms where an intermediate level 
English course was conducted and in an instructor’s office where the interview sessions were 
organised with the participants.   

3.4 Research Instruments 

3.4.1 Open – ended Questions from Background Questionnaire Form 
In the first meeting with the participants conducted at the beginning of the semester, they were 

given an open – ended background questionnaire form. This questionnaire was adapted from 
Alabdelwahab (2002). In the first part of the questionnaire, the participants were requested to provide 
personal details. In the second part, they were required to provide information on their experience in 
using English and portfolio assessment. The third part focuses on participants’ view on learner 
autonomy. 

3.4.2 Interviews  
The interviews were semi – structured in nature. This type of interview permits guidance and 

direction from the interviewer in the form of pre –prepared guiding questions and prompts. It provides 
freedom for the participants as they will be encouraged to elaborate the issues raised in the discussion 
(Dornyei, 2007). The interview questions adapted and adopted by the researcher were tested by 
referring to the review and opinions of 3 experts from the fields of English language education and 
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applied linguistics and were piloted on the two participants discussed in this study. Revisions to the 
questions and technical issues were made in accordance to the feedback from the expert reviewers and 
later from the pilot study findings. The participants were interviewed individually. Each audio- 
recorded interview lasted from one hour to one hour and a half. Interviews were conducted in both 
English and Bahasa Malaysia as per request from the local participants who wanted to use both 
languages in expressing their thoughts on the topics discussed. Field notes were taken to record 
participants’ verbal feedback and body language (gestures, facial expressions) (Creswell, 2013). 

3.4.3 Classroom observation 
Before the observation sessions started, participants and their classroom language instructor were 

informed about the observation sessions and procedure. They were strongly encouraged to ask 
questions about the observation procedure so that they would not be misinformed. An observational 
protocol or ‘a method for recording notes in the field’ (Creswell, 2013, p.167) adapted from Creswell 
(2013) was utilised for note taking during the observation sessions. For further open – ended, first-
hand data collection, non-participant observation sessions were conducted in participants’ classroom. 
Participants, their classroom language instructor and their classmates were observed in their classroom 
for one hour and a half while they were doing their portfolio writing classroom activities.  

3.4.4 Data collection, organization and analysis procedures 
Data from the participants’ semi structured interviews were translated, transcribed and then coded 

during the data collection period. Data were then analysed following guidelines by Creswell (2008) 
that is by going from the detailed data in the form of transcriptions and typed notes from the 
interviews, field notes and documents to the general codes and themes. Collected data were analysed 
during the collection period with the aim of establishing the major ideas. The raw data from the field 
notes taken during the observation sessions, interview sessions and documents referred to in the study 
were edited, corrected and made readable before they were organized and indexed for future references 
(Berg, 2007). 

 Data analysis was done iteratively until they reach what the researcher thought as their point of 
saturation as the researcher repeatedly referred to the data collected while doing the analysis. This was 
done by reading the interview transcripts and field notes for several times. The researcher then 
continued to look for the emerging themes from the interview data and field notes by making a 
personal assessment to the description that suits the themes representing the major categories of 
information on the subject matter, which means the researcher put forward their own perspective to 
their interpretation. This was also conducted by making the research question as the point of reference 
while identifying the emerging themes (Creswell, 2008).  

4. Findings and Discussion 

The interview questions were piloted to determine their suitability as a research instrument and as 
an attempt to prepare the researcher who was a novice researcher, for the actual interview sessions that 
would take place for the actual research. The following findings emerged from the face to face 
interview and document-based data, analyzed through the concept or theory driven (deductive) and 
data based (inductive) approaches (Gibbs, 2007) on one of the four dimensions or aspects of learner 
autonomy as proposed by Murase, namely the psychological dimension. The findings and discussion 
are in reference to this research objective which guides the discussion in this paper which is to identify 
the contributing conditions that lead to learners’ practice of psychological autonomy in their portfolio 
assessment process. 
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There are three sub – dimensions of the psychological dimension of Murase’s reconceptualized 
construct of learner autonomy. However, only two sub dimensions are to be discussed in this paper. 
First is the motivational sub-dimension which involves one’s intrinsic and extrinsic motivations in the 
process of preparing and completing portfolio assessment, the capacity to take control of one’s 
learning by knowing about the strategies to motivate oneself and one’s responsibility for success or 
failure in learning essay writing through portfolio assessment. Second sub-dimension is affective – the 
capacity to take control of one’s own learning by knowing about one’s affective states such as anxiety, 
self – esteem and other emotions and how to control these affective factors. Here the participants were 
to reflect on their own capacity to take control of their learning, their strengths and weaknesses while 
attempting to write an essay in English and their efforts in controlling or overcoming their weaknesses, 
all in the process of preparing and completing their portfolio assessment.  

4.1 Sub- dimension 1: Motivational: Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation  

4.1.1 Intrinsic Motivation 
Findings from the two participants suggested two conditions that have seemed to be affecting their 

intrinsic motivation in completing their portfolio assessment. These are self – confidence and the 
portfolio assessment process itself with the first condition demonstrated by the first participant, Ling 
and the second condition contributed by data gathered from the second participant, Azura.  

 
a. Condition: Self – confidence  

On the extent of intrinsic motivation experienced by her, Ling seemed to be motivated while 
preparing and completing portfolio assessment because she was confident in her ability to carry out the 
task. According to her this was not her first time doing the task of doing “research” (that is; finding 
articles) and also because she thought she was good at arranging her ideas in her essay. These two 
factors that she thought gave her the inner push in preparing and completing her portfolio assessment 
were later confirmed by the verbal feedback that she mentioned she obtained from her language 
teacher. This seems to align with what that has been observed by many scholars who found that 
portfolio assessment generally enables positive reinforcements of the students’ language skills (Kalra, 
Sundrarajun & Komintarachat, 2017). The following table documents the excerpt from Ling: 

I feel like, quite confident, because I think, I can do it alone...because I’m done my research, and I 
have, like, arranged my idea well, and I also, will ask lecturer whether can, do this like, the 
consequences is okay or not. Ha, lecturer give me feedback. Yeah, then when submit, when I do the, 
final essay, I will write quite confidently, ha. 

b. Condition: portfolio assessment process 
For the second participant, Azura, doing portfolio assessment is seen as an intrinsically motivating 

activity for her because she found the step by step approach in portfolio assessment process (that is the 
preparation of different drafts) facilitated her in writing in English, a finding that echoes the earlier 
notion put forward by Hamp – Lyons and Condon (2000), which states how the use of portfolios has 
replace the timed writing context, which is acknowledged to be particularly discriminatory against 
non-native writers. Portfolio assessment has made her like English more and made her paid more 
attention to the process involved in writing an essay as she was able to elaborate the writing process 
she went through in her class while doing portfolio assessment. It also changed her perception of essay 
writing in English as a difficult task and turned her into a confident student as she now considered 
writing in English as an easy task. To sum it up, her preference of the process and the language 
seemed to be the factors that intrinsically compelled her to prepare and complete her portfolio 
assessment. This is similar to the notion presented by Hashemian and Fadaei (2013) who found that 
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portfolio (as a learning tool) can greatly enhance the learners’ autonomy and motivate them to become 
dynamic language learners. The following documents the excerpt from Azura: 

I like English, because it, when we do step by step, we see it like easier. Ha, like that. It’s like it 
attracts us when the thing looks easy, it’s not as complicated as I assumed it would be. Something like 
that. 

4. 1.2 Extrinsic Motivation 
Two conditions were found to have affected these participants extrinsic motivations while 

attempting portfolio assessment. The conditions are portfolio requirements, and teacher factor. 

a. Condition: portfolio requirements 
Interestingly, again, both participants seemed to suggest different portfolio requirements as the 

motivation for them in preparing and completing their portfolio assessment. Ling suggested the time 
limit to complete the portfolio assessment as the requirement that affected her completion of the 
portfolio while Azura chose the fact that the assessment was graded or assessed as the main 
requirement that affected her in preparing and completing her portfolio. The following are excerpts 
from both participants:    

Ling: Um, in specific time set by lecturer.  Under time pressure. 

Azura: Because, it is graded maybe?  

b. Condition: teacher factor 
Both of them also seemed to agree that they would complete the portfolio if the teacher requested 

them to. Ling would prepare and complete the different drafts in her portfolio and submit the finalized 
essay to the language teacher. Azura on the other hand mentioned that as a part of her work ethic, she 
would carry out a task once she was assigned to it by her language teacher. The following are excerpts 
from both participants:    

Ling: I would submit it. Uh, uh I would complete it first, then I would submit it also.  

Azura: And then uh, because I, if given work, I will still do it, ha, it’s like that. 

However, it is interesting to see that when prompted on whether they would prepare and complete 
their portfolio assessment if it was not graded or assessed by their language teacher, both of them came 
up with a different response. Ling would still prepare and complete the different drafts in her portfolio 
and submit the finalized essay to the language teacher but Azura stated that her preparation and 
completion of an unassessed portfolio drafts would be based on her mood. If she felt like doing the 
assessment, she would and vice versa. She also added that if she were to do it, she would only write 
the final essay, without the earlier, accompanying drafts. It seems that in Azura’s case, even though 
she stated earlier that the process of doing portfolio assessment had made her like English and paid 
attention to the essay writing process, and that her work ethic would prompt her to complete the 
portfolio if the teacher asks her to do so, her intrinsic motivation is low when there is no external 
motivation that is if her portfolio assessment were not to be graded or assessed, her willingness to do it 
was reduced or lacking, which is different from Ling who would still do all of the drafts and submit 
them because it was a class task requested by the language teacher. It seems that Ling’s intrinsic 
motivation to prepare and complete her portfolio is not affected by the absence of an external 
motivation (marks) but can also be seen as an act to fulfil teacher’s instruction. She possibly saw this 
as an obligation of a student towards the teacher. As mentioned by Littlewood (1999), it is agreed by 
many teachers and researchers that the three important sources that have strongly influenced the East 
Asian students’ approach in learning are: the collectivist orientation of the East Asian societies, their 
acceptance of relationship which is based on power and authority and their belief that effort and innate 
abilities are similarly important to achieve success. Even though Ling is not a native of the countries in 
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the East Asian region such as the Republic of China or Taiwan, she is of Chinese descent and her 
responses seemed to echo the findings presented by Littlewood in the aspect of the acceptance of 
relationship based on power and authority specifically to the acceptance of the power and authority of 
a teacher over the student. In discussing culture and autonomous learning, another researcher, 
Ivanovska (2015, p. 354) observes that it seems to be accurate that as much as one believe in the idea 
of “human universals” one cannot entirely avoid one’s own cultural beliefs and practices that have 
long influenced him or her. Both participants who are from different ethnicities demonstrated different 
responses to the situation and this might be a result of their own cultural upbringing. Following are the 
excerpts from both participants: 

Ling: I would submit it. I would complete it first, then I would submit it also. 

Azura: Okay, it depends on situation, example like that time my mood is okay, ha I’ll do it, mood 
not okay, no. I’ll see, if I am free, I’ll submit. Ha, maybe I’ll just do the essay, not the drafts 

4.2 Sub – dimension 2: Affective – own 

4.2.1 Condition: identification of own strengths and weaknesses  
Both of the participants noticed the feeling of anxiety while attempting to complete their portfolio. 

They also admitted to realize what to be done to counter it. Both of them felt anxious about the 
difficulties faced in the different aspects of language when they were doing their portfolio assessment. 
Ling was anxious about her performance in the grammar aspect of the language. However, she 
concluded that she knew what needed to be done to solve the issue that is for her to learn more to 
improve her grammar knowledge and ability. Azura, even though had the same concern as Ling, 
seemed to have more aspects of the English language that she felt anxious about, all these discovered 
while doing her portfolio assessment. Her anxiety is related to the spelling, grammar, vocabulary and 
translation aspects of the English Language. However, like Ling, when prompted by the researcher, 
she agreed that it is good to know about her weaknesses in these aspects of the language because she 
could learn more to improve her command of English. The findings from both participants seem to be 
in line with what was mentioned earlier by Hart, (1994) and Hamp – Lyons and Condon (2000): Hart 
(1994) on one hand posited that portfolio enables students to showcase their ability rather than what 
they cannot do which is useful for students with limited English proficiency or with the non-native 
learners. Hamp – Lyons and Condon (2000) on the other hand, agreed that portfolios, among others, 
are specifically recognised as suitable assessment tools to be used with non-native English – speaking 
students because they enable a broader measure of students’ ability. The following details their 
response: 

Ling: Yeah, in some way, because, I find about my grammar, is not so okay, so I need to improve 
my grammar. Because I do some exercise before I do my final essay, I write, write and compare with 
the article that I find, and feel eh, sometime it is like, my sentence was, quite lousy sometimes. Then I 
change it, in better sentence, and, better grammar, because I did some, a bit of grammar error. 

Azura: Okay, I can see like, my spelling, my language, then my plural singular, all that, hmm. It’s 
like, I feel like it’s hard to do that thing, ha. I feel like, no…no…no…what is this, it’s hard to do this 
thing, (I) feel uncomfortable. Another weakness maybe, I, rarely use English, so when I rarely (use 
English), it’s hard to translate right, maybe I have a sentence in Malay, maybe I want to translate it to 
English, it becomes a bit complicated, because (I) rarely use (English) so, it’s hard to, I forget how to 
translate.  
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5. Conclusion and Recommendation 

The above-mentioned discussion has presented some of the conditions affecting participants’ 
practice of the psychological aspect or dimension of learner autonomy while they were preparing and 
completing their portfolio assessment. It is found that these participants did experience the 
motivational and the affective aspects of the psychological autonomy while engaging in this type of 
assessment. Certain conditions such as self - confidence, portfolio assessment process, portfolio 
requirements and teacher factor have influenced the participants’ practice of the motivational sub 
dimension of the psychological autonomy while the identification of own strengths and weaknesses 
seems to be the condition related to their practice of the Affective – own sub dimension. Findings 
seemed to suggest that the participants’ practice of the psychological aspect of autonomy was also 
influenced by their cultural background and learning preferences, something that echoed Cooke’s 
(2013) observation on how autonomy is not a simple process of transferring the responsibility for 
learning to the learner; but rather a complex and difficult process when individual personalities and 
learning traits are involved. However, findings from this pilot study should not be generalized because 
of the limited sample size of only two participants. In addition, the findings are only limited to the 
responses via face to face interview and document such as the background questionnaire form and the 
interview and observation field notes, without other data from the portfolio and the observation 
session. Furthermore, the findings are only from the learners’ perspective. To get a more 
comprehensive perspective, it is suggested that data should also be obtained from the teacher’s 
perspective. 

The discussion also highlighted some insights into portfolio-based assessment and how this type of 
alternative assessment could facilitate the learning of English language writing skills and the practice 
of learner autonomy among ESL learners of diverse ethnic background. The findings discussed in this 
paper also, though rather limited due to the limited data did suggest the need to examine how portfolio 
assessment promotes autonomous learning in a more specific context rather than generalizing its 
appropriateness in different cultures.  
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