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Summary

It is imperative to develop self-regulated teachers, who, as life-long learners are able to monitor their own intrapersonal and professional development.  A complementary assessment strategy is portfolio building.  Student teachers at the University of Pretoria were introduced to portfolio assessment and action research.  Acting as role-model, the lecturer responsible executed his own action research plan with a professional developmental portfolio as outcome.  Part of his action research has been focused on replacing the written examination with a more authentic way of assessment.  The focus is placed on students’ experience regarding the contribution portfolio assessment has made to their professional development.

1. Introduction

If you keep doing what you’ve always done, you’ll keep getting what you’ve always got.              (Peter Francisco)

I was urged by this spot-on quotation to act differently in my practice.  The purpose of this paper is to focus on my assessment practice.  The focus is placed on portfolio assessment as developmental process conducive to intrapersonal development..

The concept intrapersonal is interpreted as all those aspects dealing with the self.  It implies those skills a learner deploys as independent learner, who  is able to monitor intrapersonal aspects like, amongst others  metalearning; learning style preference; flexible, reflective, and action learning; intrinsic motivation; creative, critical,  and productive thinking; and self-assessment.

Students are also introduced to reflective learning as important part of outcomes-based education (only recently introduced in South Africa). Reflective learning, which forms part of portfolio development, includes self and peer assessment:  “By encouraging students to engage in self and peer evaluation, [lecturers] empower students to take control of their own learning . . . . By engaging students in self-assessment, students learn they are ultimately responsible for their own learning.  It is in this area that portfolios are so powerful” (Kimeldorf 1996:11).

Some of the ideas on portfolio assessment, from the work by Lustig (1996); Danielson and Abrutyn (1997) and Kimeldorf (1996) have been adapted to the teacher education context.  Therefore I opted for a professional development portfolio, which gives proof of  ones development as an expert in a specific field/area  (Kimeldorf 1996:7).  The process approach proposed by Costantino and Lorenzo (1998:7-8) has been adapted to complement the action research-driven process which forms the essence of the portfolio.

Portfolio assessment has been implemented as part of the teacher education programme for the very same reasons as Constantino and Lorenzo (1998:2) stipulate:  It facilitates reflective thinking;  it presents a complete picture of achievement;  “a come alive resume” is presented;  it helps individuals to be responsible for their own professional growth;  iIt correlates with national trends in assessment.

2. Problem statement

Traditionally, the teacher education programme at the University was knowledge-based. Not much attention was given to the learning process as such, and intrapersonal development was not taken into account.  The imperative to provide for the foregoing aspects is stressed by De Fina (1992:102):  “Optimal learning is best achieved when students are examined in a variety of contexts as well as by determining not only what a learner has learned but how a learner is learning.”

3. Aim

The overarching aim of the research was to establish to what extent the building of a professional portfolio provided learners the opportunity of developing the intrapersonal asset of flexible learning – something that could not be done by means of a written examination in an authentic way.

4. Research methodology

A synchronic action research model is used - the lecturer as well as the students plan for improvement and professional growth, execute the plans and compile professional development portfolios at the same time in tandem.  The model is based on the work of specialists referred to in the work of Hodgkinson and Maree (1998).  Instead of planning for change, I prefer to use planning to improve.

Phase 1:  Planning to improve  

Over the past five years, I deliberately changed the written examination papers from being knowledge-based to being outcomes-based.  Eventually it was opted for replacing the examination paper with a professional portfolio.

Phase 2: Implementation

Because of the research-driven nature of the portfolio, the group of students were surprised on receiving the “exam paper” at the commencement of the programme in February.  The due date for submission was June.

Formative assessment opportunities and learning opportunities conducive to the execution of students’ action research were planned and implemented.  As first developmental phase students had to write a research proposal.  Proof of peer and specialist assessment had to be included, as well as evidence of their improvement, based on the feedback from assessors. A diagnostic assessment rubric was designed for the purpose of self, peer and lecturer assessment.

Phase 3:  Observation

For the purpose of observation, different partners involved in the lecturer’s practice were asked for comments/feedback on the implementation of the portfolio assessment,  like students, colleagues (nationally and internationally), and external examiner.  Cohen and Manion’s (Zuber-Skerritt 1992:139) idea of multiple method triangulation was used to get a more holistic perspective on the portfolio assessment as an educational outcome. 

Phase 4: Reflection

Reflection is an integrated part of self-regulated learning – a necessity for professional portfolio development and monitoring ones learning style flexibility. Skills of reflection, according to Senge (in McGill & Beaty 1996:195) “. . . concern slowing down our own thinking processes so that we can become more aware of how we form our mental models and the ways they influence our actions”.  It also implies being aware of and taking responsibility for ones intrapersonal development. 

Phase 5: Evaluation

Evaluation of the whole process of portfolio building was done to make sure that the necessary adjustments could be made.  The evaluation phase consists of two dimensions, namely the structural and affective.  These two dimensions fit the concept of metalearning as described by Biggs (1985:204).

5. Action learning

The blueprint for the practice under investigation is action learning.  Action learning simply refers to learning through action:  Action is taken by a learner after self-reflection or reflection with a group on experience “. . . in order to change [improve] rather than simply repeating previous patterns”  (McGill & Beaty 1996:22).  The student teachers are provided different opportunities for reflection in groups during contact sessions and school practice.  

The action learning the lecturer planned for makes provision for all of the following activities which serve as criteria for an effective action learning  practice, identified by Centra (1993: 24-25):  Giving students concrete, real-life situations to analyze;  using simulations, role playing, or labs in class;  expecting students to undertake research or independent study;  asking students to present their work to the class;  encouraging student-faculty contact;  encouraging cooperation among students;  giving prompt feedback;  emphasizing time on task (making sure students spend the time necessary to prepare for class and complete assignments);  communicating high expectations;  respecting diverse talents and ways of learning.

All of these are catered for by means of the nature of the portfolio assignment. 

6. Collecting of data

Several instruments are used in the process of portfolio development to help promote a culture of reflective learning among students as well as the lecturer as partners.  Therefore the aim of the different instruments used to collect data is two-fold.  On the one hand items are focused on the lecturer’s actions or documentation.  On the other, students are deliberately given the opportunity to reflect on their own learning processes.  Making use of triangulation, the different sets of data can be interpreted meaningfully, validated, and acted upon.

7 Catering for flexible learning

The metaphoric whole brain model of Herrmann (1995) is introduced to students as an example of catering for diversity and promoting flexible learning.  Portfolio assessment therefore has been introduced to demonstrate how flexible learning could be applied in practice. The process of developing the portfolio facilitates the development of the full potential of learners. 

In summary, the portfolio provides the opportunity to, amongst others, develop:

· A quadrant learning, because it is research-based (involving the rational self);

· B quadrant learning , because the learner has to plan thoroughly and has to monitor the action research process (involving the safekeeping self);

· C quadrant learning, because it is focused on personal development (involving the feeling self);

· D quadrant learning, because the learner has to think holistically and experiment with innovative ideas (involving the experimental self).

8 Conclusion

Introducing portfolio assessment to student teachers is a major challenge for everyone involved, but rewarding in terms of students’ and my own growth.  My practice could metaphorically be described by means of the following poem by a French philosopher (Slabbert 1997:32):



Come to the edge, he said.



They said:  We are afraid.



Come to the edge, he said.



They came.



He pushed them … and they flew.
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