
fter years of living in the NCLB 
rabbit hole, teachers are climbing 
out, craning their necks to see the 
daylight. In most cases, they are 

spotting glimmers of hope. Teachers are regaining 
their status as valued curriculum and assessment 
experts. Writing, too, is regaining prominence as 
an essential skill and tool for learning. And to the 
surprise of many, one impetus for these changes is 
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). 

The CCSS specify the knowledge and skills 
students need for success in college and the work-
place—including writing in all content areas—but 
they leave the teaching to teachers. Further, the stan-
dards are blessedly free of all those bite- sized pieces 
in past state standards and high- stakes assessments. 
Instead, they suggest some big ideas or core themes, 
one of which we will address in this article, and, in 
particular, what it means for writing assessment.

The big idea that jumps out at us as im-
portant for learning but a challenge to assess is 
“range.” The CCSS attends to range in a more com-
prehensive way than previous En glish language arts 
standards because it extends to the circumstances in 
which students write, including the tools they use, 
the amount of time they spend, and how they col-
laborate with others, or not. Range also refers to va-
riety of purposes, audiences, and tasks—those that 
integrate reading, writing, and research and those 
that do not. Phrases such as the following appear 
throughout the CCSS: 

Use technology . . . to produce and publish writ-
ing and to interact and collaborate with others. . . .  
Draw evidence from literary or informational 
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The authors consider how 
portfolios can meet the 
challenges of assessing 
various aspects of literacy 
and student learning.

A texts. . . . Write routinely over extended time 
frames (time for research, reflection, and revision) 
and shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day 
or two) for a range of tasks, purposes, and audi-
ences. (National Governors Association Center for 
Best Practices 41)

Probably most of us have experienced per-
sonally the need to be prepared and nimble when 
it comes to writing in an unfamiliar situation or 
writing under pressure. For example, many of us 
have had to write a cover letter to accompany our 
résumé. Typically this task causes a writer to fret 
because the audience is unknown, the sell- yourself 
contents are supposed to amplify but not dupli-
cate the résumé, the situation is competitive, and, 
whether or not time is a factor, the outcome is at 
stake. While no one can be prepared for every writ-
ing situation, writers will traverse unfamiliar terri-
tory more easily if they’ve experienced a wide scope 
of tasks and conditions. 

What Does Research Tell Us  
about the Idea of Range?

In the world outside the classroom, the odds that 
one approach to writing will fit all circumstances 
are ridiculously slim. Most of us are familiar with 
the modes labeled description, narration, expo-
sition, and argument (Bain). These modes have 
proved to be too limited. Over the years, theorists 
have expanded the idea that there are different kinds 
of writing. James Moffett, for one, offered substan-
tial alternatives to the elementary curriculum of 
his day—writing about holidays and summer va-
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Portfolios are tried- and- true assessment tools 
that can give evidence of range. They have the nec-
essary elasticity to accommodate an entire body of 
work with all its fits and starts. They can accom-
modate multiple pieces of 
evidence, whether collabor-
ative digital projects or in-
dividual work done outside 
of school. And, they can be adjusted to different stu-
dent populations and to student needs in different 
points in time (Murphy and Smith, “Talking” 26).

Another value of portfolios is that they can 
be adjusted to serve either summative or formative 
purposes. They make a fine culminating project for a 
unit of study or for an entire year of learning. In fact, 
they are so suitable for summative purposes that they 
have been used in large- scale assessments to evalu-
ate completed bodies of work. However, it seems to 
us that their real value is in formative assessment in 
the classroom when they are embedded dynamically 
in the instructional process; when they are useful 
to both teacher and student; and when they inform 
decision- making that promotes further learning. 

And there’s a big bonus that comes with for-
mative assessment. More than a decade ago Paul 
Black and Dylan Wiliam (“Assessment”) conducted 
a synthesis of research on formative assessment. They 
identified several features that make it effective: 

•	 Teachers	making	adjustments	to	teaching	
and learning in response to assessment 
evidence

•	 Students	receiving	feedback	about	their	
learning with advice on what they can do to 
improve

•	 Students’	participation	in	the	process	
through self- assessment (2)

cations—and to a secondary curriculum focused 
almost entirely on literary criticism. More recent 
work in genre theory has teased out the many varia-
tions in writing for different purposes and audi-
ences and in different contexts (Cope and Kalantzis; 
Swales). This research suggests that students need 
to tackle a broad spectrum of writing situations 
where audience and purpose move beyond those in 
predictable school- based assignments. 

The concern is that students may not be expe-
riencing that broad spectrum. Arthur N. Applebee 
and Judith A. Langer document the limited range 
of writing done in school, both in terms of audi-
ence and purpose and in terms of length. In a recent 
study of middle schools and high schools, Applebee 
and Langer examined 8,542 separate assignments 
from En glish, social science/history, science, and 
math. They report that “only 19% represented ex-
tended writing of a paragraph or more; all the rest 
consisted of fill in the blank and short answer exer-
cises, and copying of information directly from the 
teacher’s presentation—types of activities that are 
best described as writing without composing” (15). 

There is yet another dimension to the idea 
of range. Let’s return to our example of the résumé 
cover letter. Assuming you have written one in your 
lifetime, did you write it by yourself? Did you con-
sult with someone on what should go in it? Did you 
ask a friend to read it before you sent it out? The 
processes of working individually or collaboratively 
with others are part of range. Students need experi-
ences at all points on the continuum. Why? Stephen 
Witte and others have documented how people in 
the workplace collaborate to produce writing prod-
ucts, whether working in committees, editing each 
other’s work, or writing one part of a larger piece. 

In other words, the concept of range has mul-
tiple moving parts, and in the case of CCSS, range 
encompasses a variety of dimensions that are em-
bedded throughout the ELA standards. Figure 1 
shares a quick way of summarizing this multilay-
ered idea. 

What Kind of Assessment  
Captures a Student’s Range?

However we illustrate the concept of range, it’s a 
big idea and big ideas tend to raise big questions. 
It’s one thing to offer students the gamut, but how 
do we assess even an approximation of the gamut? 

The concept of range has 

multiple moving parts.

FIGURE 1.  What Do We Mean by Range?

•   Conditions for writing
  Length of time
  Collaboration or not
  With scaffolding and support and without
  With technology and without

•   Purposes
•   Audiences
•   Tasks

  Length
  Kinds
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writing, (2) extended writing projects done over 
time as well as writing that is more short term,  
(3) writing from and about reading, from blogs and 
logs to formal analyses and comparisons of complex 
texts, (4) individual writing as well as collaborative 
writing, and (5) writing done in preparation for 
speaking. 

The following is one possibility for organiz-
ing a portfolio of this kind. 

•	 Reading. Students select a designated number 
of entries to demonstrate their understanding 
of complex texts. One of these entries might 
be an analysis of an argument. Another 
might be a comparison of two or more topi-
cally similar texts, perhaps a multimodal text 
and a written one. Another might be a piece 
in which the writer integrates and evaluates 
multiple sources of information presented in 
different media or formats. 

•	 Writing. Students select a designated number 
of entries to demonstrate proficiency in a 
range of writing (including tasks, purposes, 
audiences, and situations). They include 
examples of arguments, informational/
explanatory pieces, and narratives. For longer 
pieces, they include drafts, notes, and other 
evidence of their processes and collaborators.

•	 Speaking and Listening. Students select a des-
ignated number of entries to demonstrate 
how they have prepared for speaking to a 
particular audience for a particular purpose, 
including how they have made strategic use 
of digital media and in what ways they have 
collaborated with others. 

We cannot present this organizational scheme 
without caveats. First, we have resisted the idea 
that a portfolio, or any other assessment tool, be-
comes a forced march through a list of standards. 
Any kind of check- off list or menu approach seems 
counterproductive to the concept of range. The 
CCSS was built around the concept that there are 
“big ideas” that cross over from reading to writing 
to speaking and listening. This is not to say that 
teachers and students should avoid carefully read-
ing the standards and using them to focus teaching 
and learning on the knowledge and skills that will 
advance students to college and careers. 

A second caveat is that any broad domain of 
writing such as narrative, informational writing, or 

But here’s the punch line. Black and Wiliam also 
found that “innovations that include strengthening 
the practice of formative assessment produce sig-
nificant and often substantial learning gains.” They 
also note that “improved formative assessment 
helps low achievers more than other students and 
so reduces the range of achievement while raising 
achievement overall” (“Inside” 3, 4). 

Portfolios fit the criteria listed above for effec-
tive formative assessment and they have some spe-
cial advantages of their own. While most assessment 
tools are wedged into a narrow passage that accom-
modates only an examinee and an examiner, port-
folios can be shared with other students, teachers, 
and parents. Portfolios can be carried forward from 
year to year. They can live in school and they can 
live outside of school, particularly if they are digital. 
Except at certain check points during the year, they 
don’t ever have to be set in concrete. The evidence 
grows and changes and is accessible to everyone.

As a classroom assessment tool, portfolios 
make visible things that aren’t easily seen. For 
example, portfolios reveal the extent to which 
students can manipulate a particular task for a par-
ticular purpose, the decisions students make about 
processes such as planning and revising, and the 
students’ evaluation of their progress toward a goal. 
They play a critical role in assessing how each stu-
dent fares when it comes to reading and writing 
across a range. Best of all, portfolios do not rob the 
teacher or the student of time for learning in the 
classroom. They are part of learning. 

Imagine a scenario like this: A teacher points 
to a colorful folder or uploads an efolder on the 
computer screen. “This is your portfolio,” the 
teacher says. “Every quarter you’ll choose several 
pieces of your work to put in it. I’ll ask you to write 
about why you picked these pieces, and what you 
intended when you wrote them. I may also ask you 
to write about how you wrote them, what special 
problems they posed for you, and what you learned 
about reading, writing, speaking and listening. 
In other words, you will have the main responsi-
bility for preparing and presenting your work for 
evaluation.” 

Beyond the carrying case or folder, what 
might a student portfolio look like? If the portfolio 
is to demonstrate range as described in the CCSS, 
it should capture examples of (1) different kinds of 
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ing successful” (Smith 6). In light of these benefits, 
teachers might ask students to analyze their port-
folio entries with questions such as the following:

•	 What	strategies	are	in	your	repertoire	for	
understanding complex texts, and how does 
this portfolio entry show one or more of 
those strategies in operation?

•	 How	does	this	piece	of	writing	reflect	the	
decisions you made about audience, purpose, 
and genre? What do you know now about 
writing a narrative (or informational or argu-
mentative piece) that you did not know 
before?

•	 How	did	you	go	about	creating	this	entry?	In	
what ways did you make strategic use of 
technology? What did you learn about col-
laborating with others?

•	 Looking	across	your	portfolio	entries,	what	
goals did you accomplish and what new goals 
are you setting for yourself? 

What Might Teachers Consider  
in Assessing Portfolios?

Portfolios offer the opportunity “to analyze papers 
along a horizontal line, several papers from the same 
student collected over time and in a variety of situ-
ations” (Murphy and Smith, “Looking” 50). The 
perspective changes from looking at a single assign-
ment and the finite picture 
it provides, to a more com-
plex and dynamic view that 
consists of many snapshots 
of performance. While it 
may seem daunting to deal 
with multiple papers (not 
to mention drafts, sticky notes, lists, graphic orga-
nizers, and so on), the alternative is perhaps more 
daunting: the teacher wheels out a crate of papers to 
grade in the evening or on weekends at home or in 
coffee shops, during soccer games, or in other mo-
ments snatched from family or social time. 

In contrast, assessing portfolios can be a shared 
community effort, teachers and students working 
together to discover strengths, progress, questions, 
and next steps. What’s more, the assessment takes 
place at the scene of the learning, where students 
and teachers can mutually reference the context and 
content that informed the writing. In other words, 

argument should not be reduced to a single form. 
Narrative, for example, includes many different 
forms, such as fictional stories, fantasy, historical fic-
tion, memoir, anecdotes, autobiography, biography, 
and other kinds of narrative nonfiction. Narrative is 
also a strategy that can be used for many different 
purposes, one that pops up in informational, argu-
mentative, and other kinds of writing. This broader 
definition of narrative appears in CCSS Appendix 
A, where it might be lost to a concerned teacher or 
harried administrator. 

A third caveat is that the scheme we have pre-
sented here is only one of a number of possibilities. 
The options for selecting portfolio contents go on 
and on. Students can select their “best” pieces, or a 
series of pieces around a theme. They can date their 
pieces or rank- order them, from least to most effec-
tive with commentary. They can include extended 
projects as well as shorter pieces, or works- in- 
progress, with plans for completion. The point we 
want to make is that no one has to slavishly follow 
a prescribed plan. There are many ways to demon-
strate versatility and competence in writing. 

Reflection 

When we use portfolios to encourage students to 
evaluate and reflect on their reading and writing, 
the information they gather belongs to them. Ac-
cording to assessment critic E. H. Thompson when 
he paraphrases Vygotsky:

Only when students are able to detach themselves 
from the creative task at hand and view their 
efforts objectively are they in a position to achieve 
mastery over any cognitive task they are engaged 
in. This is especial true of writing. After all, when 
students write something, someone has to make a 
judgment about its effectiveness. Why not let this 
“someone” increasingly become the student? (qtd. 
in Murphy and Smith, “Looking” 59)

Asking students to reflect on their progress 
and accomplishments is critical to making their 
learning conscious and retrievable. “For example, 
they [students] articulate which writing strategies 
they have added to their repertoires. In this way, 
they can call on these strategies, draw from their 
personal bank accounts whenever they sit down 
to write. They no longer have to depend solely on 
some kind of happy accident to make their writ-

There are many ways to 

demonstrate versatility 

and competence in 

writing.
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the lens of those standards. Other teachers 
might prefer to view portfolios through the 
goals students have set for themselves, or 
through a designated dimension of writing 
competence such as range. 

•	 How will student reflection play into the analysis? 
As important as it is to look at the writing 
itself, the information that comes from stu-
dents’ assessment of their own efforts adds a 
critical layer to the mix. What does the stu-
dent see as his or her strengths? What are the 
struggles or challenges in tackling a range of 
writing? Which kinds of writing are most 
difficult and why? The answers to questions 
like these reduce guesswork, contribute 
richly to the analysis at hand, and support 
decisions about future instruction. 

•	 Will the assessment be summative or formative? 
Portfolios can be either and both. In many 
ways, portfolios are a natural end to a writing 
class and certainly worthy of a grade. As we 
have noted, however, portfolios also serve as a 
flexible tool for formative assessment. Teach-
ers can conduct quick check- ins to find out 
how students are faring at a particular 
moment, or they can schedule more struc-
tured occasions for taking stock. Students can 
do their own brand of check- ins, whether 
these involve informal rummaging around in 
their portfolios or a more structured audit to 
identify successes, pieces that need further 
revision, and evidence of competence in a 
growing range of writing. 

•	 What form will the feedback take? Many feed-
back possibilities are already in a teacher’s 
toolkit: grades, commentary, conferences, 
response groups, sticky notes, and so on. 
There are more elaborate opportunities for 
feedback, for example, portfolios on public 
display. But the most effective kinds of for-
mative feedback are embedded in the imme-
diate teaching/learning context and targeted 
to the specific learning of individual students. 

Why in the World Would We  
Want One More Assessment? 

While we have touted the virtues of portfolio as-
sessment at length, we concede that any teacher 
in his or her right mind who has received and  
administered tests to stressed- out students might 

the portfolio is not only the evidence of learning; 
it is the tool for learning from the evidence. In this 
regard, Susan M. Brookhart points out that forma-
tive assessment is as much if not more an approach 
to teaching than it is an approach to assessment. 

There are not hard and fast rules about how to 
assess a portfolio, but the following are some con-
siderations to guide a teacher’s decision making:

•	 How and how often are students invited to select, 
revise, and reflect on papers for the portfolio? The 
assessment process begins here. As noted 
above, proponents of formative assessment 
argue that students should be involved in 
developing learning goals and outcomes, in 
assessing their own learning, and in giving 
feedback to other students (Black and Wil-
iam, “Assessment”). When students get the 
first crack at choosing and preparing pieces 
for the purpose of demonstrating range in 
their portfolios, they are involved in assessing 
their own learning. 

•	 Who is going to look at the portfolios? The 
teacher? Other students? A parent or other 
adult? Someone else from outside of class? 
Students benefit from looking at the work of 
their classmates and from feedback from 
more than one adult. Assessing portfolios is a 
process that lends itself to having more than 
one responder and more than one kind of 
response. 

•	 When are teachers and students going to look at 
the portfolios? This decision depends on when 
attending to portfolios would best serve stu-
dent learning. Quarterly? Half- yearly? Dur-
ing or right after a particular sequence of 
instruction? Analyzing portfolios need not 
interrupt the flow of instruction; the assess-
ment process is part of instruction. For exam-
ple, when introducing a new genre of 
writing, a teacher might ask students to look 
in their portfolios for evidence of the ways 
audience and purpose vary according to task.

•	 Will teachers and students benefit from looking at 
portfolios through a particular lens? This deci-
sion rests on the instructional goals and 
whatever other factors, such as rubrics and 
standards, are influencing teaching and learn-
ing in the classroom. Some teachers are 
deliberate about linking individual standards 
to their lessons. It may make sense in these 
cases for a portfolio to be examined through 
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Criteria for Evaluation

Although large- scale assessments accommodate 
many different kinds of criteria, one thing is true 
across the board. The criteria are predetermined. 
Albeit necessary for the purposes of standardiza-
tion, the set- in- stone criteria limit what students 
can learn about what makes good writing. Consider 
the alternative. Carl Whithaus describes the way 
he invites his college students to unearth their own 
values as teacher and students negotiate criteria for 
classroom evaluation of writing: 

After telling the students a little about myself and 
asking them to tell me their names and something 
memorable about themselves, I begin class by ask-
ing them to write down the criteria they consider 
important for good writing. I do not tell them 
what type of writing: I do not say academic or fic-
tion; I simply ask them to write for a few min-
utes from their experience and explain to me what 
makes a piece of writing good. (51–52) 

Whithaus goes on to explain, “By asking 
themselves and their students questions about the 
criteria for assessing writing, teachers can provide 
a means of situating assessment not only in local 
classroom practice but also in an authentic commu-
nicative environment” (59). 

Investigating criteria may be even more im-
portant when students are grappling with a range 
of writing tasks and condi-
tions where a single set of 
criteria will not apply to 
all. In particular, students 
benefit from discovering 
and testing criteria from the inside out, rather than 
the outside in, especially if they are to avoid a rigid, 
formulaic approach to designated types of writing. 

Growth and Improvement

And then there is the messiness of growth. While 
large- scale assessments can be designed to measure 
specified learning progressions, the resulting in-
formation does not tell us much about the actual 
progression of the learner across multiple dimen-
sions of literacy. Students have never been known 
to progress uniformly from one benchmark to the 
next. Skills have a way of going into remission, par-
ticularly as students tackle new skills or more com-
plex tasks. 

legitimately ask “Why would anyone want one 
more assessment?” We agree. We are not suggest-
ing that the world needs a whole new battery of 
tests. Rather, we’re making a pitch for getting all 
the information you can from inside the classroom. 
Teachers, students, and parents need to know how 
students are progressing across a spectrum of learn-
ing. There is a limit to what large- scale, standard-
ized testing can tell us in this regard. 

For example, most large- scale direct writing 
assessments examine one, or at the most two, sam-
ples of writing. However, being able to write one 
or two kinds of writing doesn’t mean that students 
will be able to write other kinds proficiently. It’s 
true that large- scale assessments can be designed to 
collect information about different kinds of writing 
through matrix sampling. But even this method, 
which tells us quite a bit about how a population 
of students performs across different kinds of tasks 
and conditions, misses the mark when it comes to 
the individual student’s performance. 

Writing from Sources

For the most part, the prompts in large- scale as-
sessments of writing are directed toward general 
knowledge and personal experience, although some 
on- demand writing tasks ask writers to draw on 
disciplinary knowledge (e.g., “choose a character 
from your reading,” “select a historical person or 
event”). However, these tasks privilege writers who 
have “in their hip pockets” immediately retrievable 
knowledge about an appropriate character, person, 
or event. To even the playing field, students would 
need time to choose a meaningful topic and to re-
search information relevant to that topic, something 
that cannot be accomplished in a timed, standard-
ized assessment. 

Extended Projects

Similarly, large- scale assessments, because they 
typically operate in a limited time frame, do not 
assess long- term projects. At best, a curriculum- 
embedded assessment might serve as a proxy for 
a long- term project, artificially constructed to fit 
the time constraints of the standardized assessment 
situation. Indeed, large- scale assessment falls short 
when it comes to assessing how students handle 
substantive, complex tasks. 

“Why would anyone 

want one more 

assessment?”
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In the Final Analysis . . . 

Large- scale assessment has its place in providing 
teachers and policymakers with data on programs 
and student performance, but the best choice of 
an assessment tool depends on the circumstances 
and purposes. What tool would be the most ap-
propriate when it comes to assessing the extent to 
which individual students handle a range of tasks 
and conditions for writing? It’s hard to imagine 
that standardized dip- sticking could do the trick. 
Portfolios, on the other hand, can provide cumu-
lative evidence of developing competence across a 
range of tasks. They accommodate extended tasks 
as well as short ones, and tasks that integrate read-
ing with writing as well as tasks that don’t. They 
show the development of actual rather than pre-
scribed skills and concepts. In short, they are better 
able to demonstrate the spectrum and extent of a  
student’s learning. 
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