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Comparison of Traditional and Portfolio Assessment Efficiency in English 
Language Teaching in High Schools

Ramazan GOÇTÜ*

Abstract 

The article reviews traditional (oral/written, testing) and contemporary (authentic, performance, including portfolio) assessment. Defini-
tions are given. A quantitative research (experiment held with 43 11th graders at Private Demirel College (Tbilisi, Georgia)in the aca-
demic year 2011/2012) is presented. The goal of the research was to test our hypothesis – thatthe application of portfolio assessment can 
really have a positive impact on teaching English (the level of students’ skills). Though the study has its limitations, the conclusions made 
are:  though traditional and portfolio assessment both have advantages and disadvantages, application of portfolio is more advantageous. 
The experiment has shown that the level of  EFL skills increased faster in both experimental groups than in the control group, which 
proves portfolio’s higher efficiency.
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Definition of Terms

The traditional assessment in English Language Teaching 
involves:

-oral assessment (question/answer or interview of the 
examinee, retelling a text, speaking on a given topic, mak-
ing up a dialogue on a given situation), 

- essays, 
- and testing (multiple choice, gap filling with choices 

in the box or without, close test, matching, true/false/no in-
formation, puzzle -arranging paragraphs, sentences, words 
in order, transformation - statement → question, Present 
→ Past, etc.).

Though relatively new to Georgia, testing can be 
viewed as traditional way of assessment as worldwide it 
has been in use for decades.

While a desire to see authenticity in assessment is 
not new, the term “authentic” first appears in reference 
to educational tasks and achievements and not necessar-
ily assessments (Archbald and Newmann, 1988). Wig-
gins (1989) suggests that authentic assessment should 
be associated with authentic achievement. In the 1980’s 
educators looked for an alternative to standardized as-
sessments. As with authentic assessment, researchers still 
seek to define performance assessment. Currently, the two 
terms,“authentic” and “performance assessment”are as-
sociated together, and sometimes even with a third term, 
“alternative assessment”.  Authenticity in assessment 
typically references those elements that most closely align 
with real-world tasks. Performance assessment emphasizes 
competency manifest through real-world actions; alterna-
tive assessment emphasizes an assessment other than old 

or objective testing assessments (Miller, Linn &Gronlund, 
2008). 

According to Marzano, Pickering &MicTighe (1993) 
the response to educational reforms in the 1980’s was em-
phasizing performance assessment and trying to find ways 
to more fully integrate it into the educational experience. 
The research team identified three reasons why education-
al assessment required reform through the use of perfor-
mance assessments:

- the changing nature of educational goals;
- the relationship between assessment and teaching 

and learning; 
- and the limitations of the current methods of record-

ing performance and reporting credit.
The past decade has witnessed great change in the 

field of educational measurement.  Standardized multiple-
choice testing is no longer as popular as it used to be. The 
"new" assessment is offered which is termed the perfor-
mance assessment, the authentic assessment or the "3 P's" 
(performance, portfolios, and products).

The idea of using portfolios as an instrument in perfor-
mance-based assessment is not new. From past to present, 
especially painters, artists, writers, models and photogra-
phers have exhibited their vocational and acquired skills 
through portfolios (Zollman& Jones, 1994).The practice 
of using portfolios in job searches appears to be gaining 
popularity as well (Costantino& Lorenzo, 2002; Wolf & 
Dietz, 1998; Wyatt &Looper, 2004).

As Knapper and Wilcox (1995) have described, the re-
cent origins of portfolio application in education, which is 
one kind of performance assessment, can be traced back 
to the work of a committee of the Canadian Association of 
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University Teachers (CAUT), which was concerned in the 
1970’s with the undue reliance on student ratings for the 
evaluation of teaching. This group called for a more broad-
ly based approach to evaluation that would use multiple 
sources of information and place responsibility for compil-
ing the documentation on the individual faculty member 
rather than a remote administrator. The committee chair, 
Bruce Shore, first articulated the idea that faculty members 
should build their own case for teaching effectiveness—a 
“portfolio of evidence” to demonstrate competence (Shore, 
1975,p. 8). Shortly afterward, the committee set about pre-
paring its Guide to the Teaching Dossier, which was first 
published in 1980; it appeared in a second edition in 1986 
and has been widely emulated and excerpted since then in 
a variety of publications all over the world (Shore et al, 
1980, 1986).

There are various kinds of portfolios described in lit-
erature. A writing portfolio is a purposeful collection of 
student texts that demonstrates students’ effort, progress, 
and achievement in writing over a period of time (Wei-
gle, 2007). A showcase focuses on the student's best and 
most representative work. It is similar to an artist's port-
folio where a variety of work is selected to reflect the 
breadth of talent. Therefore, in this portfolio the student 
selects what he or she thinks is representative work. This 
folder is most often seen at open houses and parental visits 
(Columba &Dolgos, 1995: 174-175). The primary function 
of an assessment portfolio is to document what a student 
has learned. The content of the curriculum, then, will de-
termine what students select for their portfolios. Their re-
flective comments will focus on the extent to which they 
believe the portfolio entries demonstrate their mastery of 
the curriculum objectives.

Research Goal

I  (Goctu, 2012) have analyzed the “traditional” and the 
alternative (authentic, performance) assessment and have 
come to the conclusion that both of them have advantages 
and disadvantages, thus, at least for now, a combination 
of them is an effective approach. However, my hypothesis 
is that contemporary (e.g., portfolio assessment) is more 
effective, as it is authentic, student-centered and thus mo-
tivating. 

The goal of the research was to check our hypothesis 
– that the application of portfolio assessment can really 
have a positive impact on teaching English (the level of 
students’ skills). The reasonsare that portfolio assessment 
gives a more accurate measure of student’s achievement 
and it contributes more to students’ progress.

This is why I held an experiment (quantitative re-
search), as measurements had to be applied to prove or dis-
prove the hypothesis. 

The aims of the experiment were the following: 

- to increase student motivation in experimental groups 
through the application of portfolio,

- to provide students’ active involvement in learning
- to stimulate students to take responsibility for their 

learning
- to develop a positive attitude toward all skills in Eng-

lish,
- to raise thestudents’ general language competence
- to encourage students to study and work indepen-

dently
- to give a chance to the students to reflect about their 

work and knowledge
- to encourage teacher-student conferencing

Procedure

The experiment occurred with at the 11th graders (11-A, 
11-B, 11-C,) at Private Demirel College Tbilisi, Georgia)
in the academic year 2011/2012. The control group was 
taught without the application of portfolios, while in ex-
perimental groups two different kinds of portfolios were 
used (show-case portfolio in one group and teacher-student 
assessment portfolio – in the other). Otherwise teaching in 
all three groups was identical – the same number of hours 
(4 lessons per week, 40 minutes each), the same textbooks 
(Aim – High by S. Iannuzzi, P.Kelly, Oxford University 
Press, 2011), the same methods of material presentation, 
the same activities and assessment. The textbook contains 
portfolio assessment tasks, but very few. At the end of each 
unit there is a part where students self-assess their knowl-
edge in order to check students’ progress in different skills. 
Though the book involves portfolio assessment, it is not 
emphasized very much and for this reason, teachers were 
not using it before my experiment. A pre-test, 2 while-tests 
and a post-test were used to measure and compare the 
scores of the students. Both methods aimed at revealing 
the results before and after experimental instruction in all 
groups. 

The students underwent a15-week-long action re-
search in the second semester of 2011-2012 academic year. 
The participants and the results are discussed separately in 
subsections. 

In the educational process all groups periodically took 
the same tests, but the students of the control group were 
also assessed (for semester grades) through oral answers, 
individual written work like dictation, question-answer, 
and essays and testing (no self-assessment results were in-
cluded), while the students of the experimental group were 
seldom assessed by oral answers, individual written work 
like dictation, question-answer, and essays and often as-
sessed through portfolio:

a) show-case portfolio in group A
b) teacher-student portfolio in group B
In both experimental groups’ semester grade 30% con-
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stituted portfolio assessment results and 70% - traditional 
(mostly testing) assessment results.  

The differences between the instruction in control and 

experimental groups are presented in the table:

Table 1.Differences between traditional and experimental instruction

Every week students of the experimental groups 
brought their portfolios (some – included in the book, oth-
ers – given by the teacher) to share and show their own 
documents to each other. Once a week, teacher was check-
ing the all portfolios. 

In group A the students prepared some pieces of work 
in order to describe their interest in related areas and held 
presentations (showcase) once a week. During the pres-
entations everybody could ask presenters questions con-
cerning his/her portfolio. Assessment (based on criteria 
that students knew beforehand) was done by teacher and 
students in cooperation. For example, one of my students 

whose portfolio was assessed as the best in the class at the 
end of the year, likes playing the guitar very much, there-
fore, drew a picture of guitar, in his paper there were some 
sayings and quotes by famous guitarists. There was also his 
article written for the students’olympiad. It includedsever-
al different samples of creative writing (a poem and a short 
story, an essay, a written assessment for a novel study/unit 
test, and a presentation/project).

Criteria of assessment of students’ portfolios were:
(Text) volume of one piece should not be less than a 

page and should not exceed 2 pages (so that they are com-
measurable). 

To pass, it is necessary to obtain 5 points, so all aspects 
should not be satisfactory.

Table 2. Rubric for portfolio assessment
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In group B (teacher-student portfolio) after each 
unit I gave students an assessment paper of a studied unit 
whichwas divided in two columns. The first was assessed 
by student himself/herself, while the second - by the teach-
er. Teacher and student discussed those parts of portfolio 
where their assessments differed. Both gave reason why 
they thought so and they had to come to a consensus. By 
the end of the semester students’ and teachers’ assessments 
basically coincided, which means that students learned to 
do a more objective self-assessment, to look at their knowl-
edge and skills critically and realistically. This (hopefully) 
also should lead to better learning, as students knew about 
their strengths and weaknesses and understood the needto 
take them into consideration in the process of study. This 
kind of portfolio seems less creative and exciting, but it 
certainly is student-centered.

Participants 

At the beginning of the second semester of 2011-2012 aca-
demic year seventeen-year-old students of the 11th grades 
at Private Demirel College were selected with their con-
sent for the experimental teaching. I was informed by the 

school administration of these students that they were weak 
and their grades in language courses were not very low but 
average. But this was not a problem, as the main reason 
was to select students with lack of motivation in order to 
increase it. I observed the classes and spoke to students, so 
I understood all 11th graders were bored having traditional 
assessment all the time. They were really fed up with test-
ing, essay questions, multiple choice questions, retelling 
texts by heart, and others.  The students filled in the ques-
tionnaire forms, which contained questions about students’ 
age, nationality, duration of English language learning, and 
social conditions of the family.

Features of class A (experimental)

The students had low motivation in learning. Their interest 
was deficient in English language. The students’ language 
scores revealed their weakness. The students were divided 
into the groups with approximately equal language levels 
according to their language learning aptitude: at pre-inter-
mediate level –5 students, intermediate- 4 students, upper-
intermediate – 5 students.  

Table 3.Statistical data of class A

The students were 17 years old by the time the experi-
mental teaching started. Four of them were girls and the 
rest of them are boys. All except one were Georgian. There 
was one Azerbaijani student. The question about social 
condition of the students’ families has revealed that only in 
5 cases both parents work, and one of the parents works in 
8 students’ families. The duration of experience of learning 
English (at school, at language courses, and with tutors - 
altogether) varied from 3 to 10 years.

Features of class B (experimental)

The students had low motivation in learning. This group 
does not have enough competence learning English lan-
guage. The students were divided into the groups with 
approximately equal language levels according to their 
language learning aptitude: at intermediate- 11 students, 
upper-intermediate – 6 students.
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Table 4. Statistical data of class B

The majority of students were 17 years old by the time 
the experimental teaching started. In this group there were 
10 girls and 7 boys. Majority were Georgian, except three 
students. There were three Azerbaijani students. The ques-
tion about social condition of the students’ families has re-
vealed that only in 5 cases both parents work, one of the 
parents works in 9 students’ families, 3 students’ parents 
are unemployed. The duration of experience of learning 
English (at school, at language courses, and with tutors - 
altogether) varied from 3 to 10 years. 

Features of class C (control group)

6 students had the pre-intermediate level, 2 students - inter-
mediate, while 5 students - upper-intermediate level.  

Table 5. Statistical data of class C

The students were 17 years old by the time the experi-
mental teaching started. In this group there were 5 girls 
and 8 boys. The majoritywere Georgian except two stu-
dents. There were two Azerbaijani students. The duration 
of learning English (at school, at language courses, and 
with tutors - altogether) varied from 3 to 10 years. Only 
in4cases both parents work, one of the parents works in 7 
students’ families, and 2 students’ both parents are unem-
ployed.

Description of the tests used for language skills assess-
ment in all groups

As we have mentioned students were assessed before ex-
periment, 2 times during the experiment and once after 
the experiment. All these tests were in the same format to 
provide comparability of results. We applied them in all 
three groups. We avoided using portfolio in assessment. 
The tests involved the following tasks: vocabulary (nam-
ing a synonym, choose the correct word), reading compre-

hension (true, false, no evidence; answer the questions), 
grammar (gap-filling, making up sentences with the given 
word), checking reading/writing/grammar and vocabulary 
skills simultaneously (completing the dialogues). It is easy 
to see that tasks include closed and open-ended, mechani-
cal and creative, receptive, reproductive and productive 
tasks. This  structure of tests permits to measure students’ 
skills both holistically and according to skills, objectively 
and communicatively. The assessment is done out of 100 
points and then transformed into traditional school assess-
ment (10 points in Georgia)

Results and discussion

Test results are shown in tables below. 
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Table 6.  Test results for Experimental Group A  (Showcase Portfolio)

The results in the table 5 show that the grades in this 
group were constantly improving. Not only the mean, but 
also the mode (most often received grade) was growing. 
Median (the middle point between the top and the lowest 
result), which often demonstrates the trendsbetter, fell to 
some degree in the second while-test, but finally demon-
strated growth. What is interesting is that the standard de-
viation is decreasing from time to time, which shows that 
the level of skills in the group does not simply increase on 
average, but also from student to student, which means that 
the improvement of the average is not reached due to the 
effort of a few students, but due to the growth of skill level 
of the majority of students.
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Table 7. Test results for Experimental Group B (Teacher-Student Port-
folio)

The results in the table 6 show that the grades in this 
group were constantly improving. Not only the mean, but 
also the mode and the median were growing. What is inter-
esting is that the standard deviation is decreasing from time 
to time, which shows that the level of skills in the group 
does not simply increase on average, but also from student 
to student, which means that the improvement of the aver-
age is not reached due to the effort of a few students, but 
due to the increase of skill level of the majority of students.
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Table 8. Test results for the Control Group C

It is important how much the students’ skills improve 
and if they improve at all. Group C was somehow weaker 
(pre-test result 7.54) than group A (pre-test mean result  
8.54) and B (8.2). The problem is not that their final result 
is lower, but the fact that the language skill level increases 
slower, in fact, practically does not increase (mean 7.54 
→ 7.85). 

What we can see is that the median is not increasing 
and the mode and the mean are increasing slowly, and the 
mean even drops a bit in the end, so the results in this class 
are not as good as in the experimental classes. Besides, the 
standard deviation in three cases out of four is above one 
(in a 10-point assessment system), which means that the 
class was rather heterogeneous in the beginning of the ex-
periment and remained so till its end. 

To make the results more visual and comparable, let us 
present them in graphs. 
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Graph 1.Mean results during the experiment

One can notice fast and more or less even growth in 
experimental group A, uneven, but finally stable growth 
in group B and slow growth and then even a small drop 
in group C. This means that both experimental groups 
showed better results than the control group, besides, the 
experimental group A (show-case) showed a higher result 
than the experimental group B (teacher-student assessment 
portfolio).  

Limitations

The limitations of the research are connected with its scale 
(43 students at one school during one semester) and limited 
geographic (cultural) area (one country). To come to more 
decisive conclusions, larger scale research is necessary in 
various cultural settings. 

The research deals with foreign (English) language 
teaching, and results may be rather different concerning 
teaching other subjects. Even the results for English as a 
second language may differ. 

Besides, the difference between the results obtained 
from the three groups exists, but is not crucial. One rea-
son may be that I didn’t use only portfolio assessment in 
groups A and P, but a mixture of portfolio (30%) and tradi-
tional (70%) assessment. Another reason may be that (ex-
actly as I have hypothesized) traditional assessment has its 
advantages and doesn’t have to be totally abandoned. 

Conclusions

Comparison of traditional and portfolio assessment held by 
me both on theoretical and experimental level is in favor of 
portfolio method. The experiment has shown that the stu-
dents’ involved in the experiment level of English as a for-
eign language skills increased faster in both experimental 
groups than in the control group, which proves portfolio’s 
higher efficiency. 
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