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Abstract

	The attached paper focuses on methods of assessment for ESL students in a college setting. Specifically, this paper examines the functionality and efficacy of written language portfolios as a means of alternative assessments for such students. Portfolios have shown to increase student agency in the classroom, which has the potential to be especially pertinent to ESL students in this setting; with the myriad of students’ academic needs to consider, it is beneficial to allow students autonomy in their own learning and assessment processes. Research finds that the self-directed, metacognitive-reflective nature of portfolios also helps students foster invaluable analytical skills, making it so that students learn not only from the content of the assessment, but also from fulfilling the requirements of the assessment itself. 
	Case studies of real students and instructors’ experiences with written language portfolios serve as the backbone of the included research. The available research was able to convey an idea of what effective and ineffective portfolios are comprised of, how to maximize the efficacy of the assessment during class, and potential benefits and drawbacks for both students and instructors. Overall, portfolios do have potential to act as effective ways of assessing student language knowledge, but only if students understand how to properly compile their portfolios and why the task they are performing is meaningful to their learning process.


Portfolios in the ESL Community College Classroom
Students of English as a Second Language (ESL) represent an increasingly significant portion of enrollment in community colleges all across America. In fact, ESL students make up over 40 percent of enrollment in American community colleges. Community colleges are typically more accessible than four-year universities to non-traditional students who work part-time or full-time jobs and/or care for their families at home; many ESL students fall into these categories, and they are often impacted by various economic and social factors that affect their educational decisions. Due to diversity in the college classroom – in regard to educational background and language experience –ESL instructors are tasked with the challenge of addressing students’ unique and potentially conflicting academic needs in their instruction and assessment. Because of this, many in-class activities and exercises are designed with the idea of adaptability in mind; however, striving for such with fixed course assessments could lead to issues of inequity amongst students. Furthermore, accommodating student needs by altering questions or requirements on exams could result in an unreliable assessment of student knowledge and measurement of their linguistic skill level. Because of this, it is beneficial to explore alternative assessment methods, like the language portfolio, which gauges student knowledge while also suiting their individual needs. 
In an academic setting, a portfolio is a compilation of the student’s work assembled for the purpose of evaluating its quality as well as determining whether the work meets the learning standards outlined by the class curriculum. The language portfolio in particular demonstrates the student’s progression throughout the duration of the ESL course, which, in other words, shows how much they have learned throughout the class. Students both develop and apply their existing real-world skills in the portfolio formation and organization process, and they must also reflect on their experience and progress as language learners. Assigning a portfolio as a means of assessment in a college ESL classroom has been shown to promote autonomy in both students and instructors as well as convey a holistic, measurable depiction of student knowledge progress. When implemented correctly, portfolios act as a personalized learning opportunity in which students can take ownership of their work and their assessments. Furthermore, the assignment of portfolios can help students foster a growth mindset, which would not only decrease the general amount of language and testing anxiety the students’ may feel, but it would also bolster their confidence as language learners. Through the portfolio assignment, ESL students could see mistakes as learning opportunities instead of personal failures, and they could learn to prioritize growing their skill sets through hard work and practice instead of just striving for perfect grades in each assignment.
While portfolios are generally beneficial for both students and instructors, certain elements of language portfolios must be included in order for them to be considered effective and reliable means of language assessment. According to pedagogical researcher Al-Muslimi (2015), effective portfolios are continuous and ongoing, giving instructors the opportunity to gauge student progress, as well as “multidimensional”, meaning they contain a range of student coursework from various points throughout the course term, as well as a metacognitive reflection of the included coursework (p. 416). Though the collection and organization process for portfolios may take place at the end of the class’s term, the creation of content for portfolios takes place over the entire course duration. Ideally, portfolios are made up of student work that varies in assignment type, purpose (skill that was tested by the exercise), and point of time within the term that it was initially assigned and completed. Sometimes this means something as simple as including an exam, a quiz, a writing assignment, and a self-reflective document; other times, this means that students must keep records of their original documents, their revisions, journal entries of their progress, etc. This variation would act as a way to track the student’s learning trajectory over the duration of the class. The ongoing nature of portfolio development also allows instructors ample time to provide feedback to students, thus giving students ample time to incorporate that feedback into their revised products. In this way, students get to experience the importance of the construction, revision, and reflection stages of the writing process for themselves.  
The potential efficacy and functionality of portfolios has caused their presence in class curricula to increase over the years. Much linguistic and pedagogical research has been performed on the topic of portfolios as a means of alternative assessment for ELLs. Moreover, researchers have conducted various studies on students and instructors who have used portfolios in a real academic setting – what was included in them, how they were organized, and how successful they were at demonstrating student performance. Linguistic researcher Liu advocates for the usage of portfolios for ESL students in the college composition classroom in his doctoral dissertation. Liu (2003) outlines the methodology and results of a case study in which he analyzes six students’ portfolios in college composition courses (p. 10). One subject of the study named Shim was a Korean immigrant at an intermediate level of English language learning. Shim had little experience with portfolios before this study; he had only ever compiled a portfolio for an art class, for which he gathered three different drafts of the same drawing he’d been working on during the term. Visually, the improvement from draft to draft was obvious in his art, and he strived to highlight the same progress with the writing portfolio assigned for Liu’s case study. According to Shim, the samples he included in his language portfolio were drafts of assignments varying in quality. In his collection, he chose to include the first draft of a summary assignment (in which students wrote a brief description of an assigned reading) that “contained many errors,” as well as a comparison-contrast essay and an in-class writing exercise which “the teacher did not mark too much” (p. 148). Through this collection of work, Shim was able to highlight the effort he had put in to correcting his errors and improving the overall quality of his writing over time, as evidenced by his grades rising during the course’s duration and culminating in him receiving an A on the final in-class exercise that was included. Shim’s portfolio example also included an introductory letter, which acted as a reflective document meant to convey the subject’s thoughts on his writing and the course itself. Liu analyzed the letter according to four categories: self-assessment, writing task perception, intention of the letter, and commentary on course/teaching. For the most part, Shim wrote about his improvement during the class, noting that he can now write “more than before,” but he also mentioned his gratitude toward his instructor’s enthusiasm and helpfulness (p. 151). Overall, the writing portfolio showed to be an effective, valid way of measuring Shim’s progress during his ESL course, as it represented a thorough depiction of his improvement over time with the inclusion of multiple drafts and a clear trajectory from “contain[ing] many errors” to not being “mark[ed] too much,” as stated in his own metacommentary (p. 148).
Liu’s second case study subject was Tim, a Chinese-Indonesian immigrant who had already successfully fulfilled the requirement for ESL courses at the university level (Liu, 2015, p. 164). Tim broke ground on his portfolio by saving and organizing all the drafted versions of assignments he’d been working on during the term. According to Tim, “the purpose of showing all drafts was to help the teacher see his improvement throughout the quarter” (p. 166). Additionally, he reported that by keeping all his drafts in one place, he himself could review his strengths and weaknesses more clearly. Despite Tim’s firm grasp on the importance of the drafting process, there was an issue with Tim’s understanding of the intent behind the portfolio assignment; despite several conferences with his instructor in which he questioned Tim about his portfolio selections, Tim decided to select all his “best” work (the assignments that received the highest grades) for inclusion in the portfolio. Additionally, when writing his introductory letter, Tim admitted that he did not understand the intention of the portfolio nor the reflective document. He used the opportunity to write about his gratitude for his instructor, but ultimately, he performed minimal self-assessment and acknowledgement of the writing task. Because there was no quality variation in Tim’s portfolio, the collection did not adequately reflect his progress throughout the course, and it instead reflected only his successes and current knowledge. Because of this, in combination with his prior fulfillment of the ESL course requirement, Tim’s instructor was left wondering if he had improved, and subsequently learned anything, over the duration of the class term, or if he had begun the class with such knowledge from his prior ESL coursework and had thereby not benefited from taking the course. 
Ultimately, through both of these examples, it is clear that students were best able to understand and reflect on their own progress when they could see both their failures and their successes within their writing. By including the first draft of one of his assignments, Shim was able to understand the errors he’d made in his writing. Furthermore, by juxtaposing earlier samples of his writing with a newer, less error-filled sample of his writing, Shim was able to clearly see the improvement and development of skills on paper, just like Tim did in the earlier stages of his portfolio construction. On the other hand, though Tim at first seemed to understand the importance of reviewing his strengths and weaknesses, he took the portfolio as an opportunity to show off all his good grades instead of any progress he’d made. He only compared the various drafts of his assignments in order to gauge which versions contained the stronger writing samples and would therefore be selected as part of the portfolio. The concept of conveying his learning process in the portfolio was lost on Tim, thus limiting the effectiveness of the portfolio as a means of assessing his progress, though it did serve as a clear indication of his language skill level by the end of the course. Effective portfolios must not only reflect the student’s growth over time, but also the student’s understanding of the intent behind the assessment as a way to track their progress throughout the duration of class. In Shim’s case study, it was obvious that he had already worked on a portfolio in the past and knew that such an assignment required a growth mindset to convey the skills he had acquired throughout the term. On the other hand, Tim’s portfolio represented all his least error and mistake-filled work and indicated no growth on his behalf. Overall, language portfolios need to include an example of some sort of writing diagnostic that displays the student’s original skill set and knowledge base at the beginning of the term as well as at least one assignment from the midterm and end of term respectively. Ideally, these writing samples would vary in their scope and convey a range of the student’s construction, revision, and reflection skills in order to properly exemplify the student’s learning and writing process.
There are many benefits for both students and instructors when portfolios are being used as assessments in a college classroom. According to researcher Little (2004), “learners take their first step towards autonomy when they recognize that they are responsible for their own learning” (p. 1). In his study of a European language portfolio assigned to language learners, he asserts that portfolios are a surefire way of instilling such autonomy in students. By allowing students to make their own selections of what to include in their portfolios, instructors are essentially letting students prioritize the curriculum. They get to decide what assignments mattered most to them and what best represents them as a student for the purposes of being evaluated. Furthermore, the portfolio’s affordance of increased student autonomy leads to instructors taking a step back in their role; the class becomes more student-centered, driven by individual student needs, and less about the rigid expectations that may be present in an instructor-centered classroom. In turn, this also leads to increased instructor autonomy, as they can employ more of their professional skills instead of pedagogical skills. The student-centered classroom is more dialogic, meaning that students and instructors interact back and forth equally, thus taking the responsibility of solo instruction and leading class discussions off the instructor’s back. Moreover, if students are directing the curriculum, there is less pressure on the instructor to drive the course and make those choices about how to balance students’ educational priorities and academic needs. This allows instructors more of an opportunity to fulfill the roles of “facilitator, guide, counselor, and mentor” that Al-Muslimi claims are pertinent to the portfolio assessment process, by way of hosting periodic, individual student conferences, or leading discussion-based class sessions (2015, p. 421). Overall, increasing student autonomy through the portfolio assignment offers a better chance to gauge student knowledge in a more reliable, measurable way. Additionally, centering the class around the portfolio assignment can be a way of creating a more natural classroom that mimics real-world conversations and situations, which will benefit language learners, especially those at community college, in the long run.
Another benefit of portfolios is that they act as a way of assessing student knowledge alternative to the traditional exam format. Many students, especially language learners, suffer from test anxiety. Test anxiety is an example of a state anxiety, which occurs at a certain time when one is faced with a specific task (Grant, 2016, p. 2). This differs from the more generalized foreign language anxiety, a condition in which foreign language speakers become nervous trying to use their target language; in fact, that would be considered an example of trait anxiety, which is a more generalized feeling that is not associated with one time or event in particular. Over one-third of all students in America suffer from some form of test anxiety, which can have a severely detrimental effect on learning ability and class performance (Grant, p. 2). Many students who suffer from this condition are not able to adequately express their thoughts and display their knowledge in an exam setting, which makes it so that traditional written examinations are not always the most reliable means of assessing students. Oftentimes, it can be extremely difficult to determine whether a student is struggling with the content on an exam, or certain linguistic or cultural biases apparent in the text that could be affecting their test performance. According to Grant, in his article about helping students cope with test anxiety, “instructors must be given the tools they need to help lower the affective filter of their entire classroom” (p. 2). Alleviating the negative emotions associated with the affective filter hypothesis as outlined by Krashen (fear, stress, and embarrassment, which all contribute to test anxiety) can have a significantly positive effect on students’ performance during assessments (p. 2). An alternative assessment like a portfolio is a viable way of rectifying this issue and increasing the reliability of students’ outputted results. Assigning a portfolio, while it can be a potential source of stress and worry for the student just like any other assignment, in general alleviates the fears they grapple with in traditional examination settings, namely not knowing what material the test will cover, not understanding the format, time constraints, and finding an adequate amount of time to study and prepare for the exam beforehand. Portfolios allay these fears by giving the student control over each of those factors. Ideally, students have ample time to wrap their heads around the assignment expectations, to have multiple conferences and dialogues with the instructor, and to actually construct the portfolio – this increased autonomy would no doubt increase their confidence and their ability to perform in the context of the assignment.
Though there are notable advantages to portfolio assessments, there are also challenges that come with assigning them. Possible problems that need to be mitigated in order to maximize benefits for instructors are that they can be time-consuming to evaluate, difficult to integrate into the classroom environment, and/or hard to define the criteria to assess them. The reliability of the assignment as a means of assessing student knowledge is also highly dependent on the effort students put into the portfolios, their understanding of the assignment expectations, and their ability to reflect on their past work and learning progress. Portfolios “offer students the opportunity to become actively involved in the learning process by contributing to instructional planning and assessment” (Delett, 2001, p. 560). Of course, a possible downside to this increased student responsibility is that the effectiveness of the assignment, and by extension, the class’s curriculum, rests on the back of the student. If students struggle with this increased responsibility within the new dynamic of the student-centered classroom and are unable to successfully compile their portfolio nor grasp the intent behind the assignment, the effectiveness of the assignment is lost on them, and the results will not be as valid nor reliable for instructor consideration.
According to composition instructor Delett (2001), it has been reported that teachers who assign portfolios in class often encounter time management and organizational difficulties as well as face obstacles achieving reliable and valid data from the assessments (p. 560). There are several potential limitations to the portfolio assignment itself. For example, a lack of standardization in the assessment means that every submission will vary widely in scope and quality. In other words, the learning standards and skills displayed in one student’s portfolio may be different from those displayed in others’. This could potentially lead to difficulty assigning the project in the first place and objectively grading them once the students have submitted them. It is important to address these potential issues ahead of time by developing a framework for the intention of the portfolio, outline expectations for the dialoguing process, and curating criteria for evaluation of the portfolio assignment before it is ever officially assigned to students. That way, both instructors and students can be prepared for the expectations associated with the assignment. For instructors, a solution to this is to tailor all in-class lessons to fit the needs of the portfolio requirements. In the case of Shim, his instructor prepared the class for their portfolio construction by encouraging them to review his feedback on their writings, revise accordingly, and frequently look back at past assignments to learn from their past mistakes (Al-Muslimi, 2015, p. 148). Because of this, Shim understood the importance of reflecting on past assignments in order to improve his skills to succeed on future assignments. In class, instructors must take back at least a little bit of the responsibility of curriculum design to ensure that students understand how to curate the portfolio and develop viable skills throughout each of their assignments – that way, no matter what they choose to include in their portfolio, they still learn valuable lessons and develop the pertinent language skills. Shaping the curriculum in such a way guarantees student learning and harbors educational success despite any shortcomings the student may have in their taking ownership in their assignments, thereby increasing the credibility of the portfolio assessment results.
	Ideally, portfolios can be used as a valuable tool for effectively measuring ESL student progress and assessing their knowledge of their target language. This is especially true for language learners in a community college setting, who likely crave autonomy in the classroom and whose education is disproportionately affected by outside stressors. Alternative assessments like portfolios can benefit students by addressing students’ needs and promoting a sense of equity in the classroom; students can be equally autonomous instead of some being at an advantage or disadvantage in terms of test anxiety or the aforementioned stressors. Assigned and evaluated properly, portfolios can act as an effective means of assessing student knowledge in a way that benefits both students and instructors in the long run. 
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