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Assessing the Whole Child: Creating Powerful Portfolios and Student Led Conferences

INTRODUCTION

‘My reading is like a virus.
It has infected all of my learning’
Tom, Grade 6 student, 2003

As teachers we often lament our students’ inability to take responsibility for their own
learning; so how do we encourage them to do so?
In our classrooms, we have found that for students’ to take responsibiliy for their own
learning:
•
•
•

Students need tools to support this responsibility
Our teaching of curriculum should be enhanced through this shift in responsibility
A high level of expectation by teachers and students is imperative within this process

The aim of this book is to demonstrate how portfolios and student led conferences support
the authentic assessment of the ‘whole child’. We have used a step-by-step approach to
understanding the context, developing the content and celebrating the results of the use
of portfolios and their integral role within powerful student led conferences. The underlying
principle of this process is the use of metacognition in the classroom. This enables
students to take genuine responsibility for their learning.
Parallels are drawn between the development of classroom portfolios and the emphasis on
authentic assessment within the current educational climate.
As teachers we have found that the most useful resource is the one that can be picked up
‘on the run’ and used. We have therefore presented the student’s journey from portfolios to
student led conferences in a simple and sequential manner to allow practical usability. The
portfolio process described can be adapted and applied to a variety of contexts and year
levels and is supported by outlining three different approaches to implementing student led
conferences.
The book is divided into four main sections. The Introduction contains an overview of
metacognition and the role it plays in the journey from portfolio to student led conferences.
Developing the portfolio process is a detailed guide to creating and using portfolios, and
will help you decide on the best format for your school. Developing the conference process
is an innovative, step-by-step guide to creating powerful student led conferences. These
two sections are explored using the process on the left of the page.
The last section of the book, Helping you start (see p. 67), contains a selection of tools that
support the process. Wherever a tool is referred to in the text, a ‘Helping you start’ logo will
direct you to this section.

An accompanying CD-ROM contains a template that has been designed to enable teachers
and students to develop their own portfolio any way they like, building onto an existing
structure. The sample digital portfolio template we developed using Microsoft PowerPoint, will
assist teachers in structuring their digital portfolios for authentic assessment. Sample slides,
along with a description of how they can be used, are shown on pp. 29–39 of this book.
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PURPOSE
How can authentic assessment be supported through
the use of portfolios?
‘Assessment is the process of gathering and interpreting evidence of learning to
make informed inferences and decisions about how well students are progressing.’
(Blueprint…Flagship Strategy 1- Student Learning - Assessment & Reporting).
If a portfolio is to become a tool for authentic assessment then we, as teachers must ensure
that:
•
•
•
•
•

the content reflects the full range of learning objectives
our students receive frequent constructive feedback that supports further learning
the assessment criteria is made explicit for the learner
reflection and self assessment are encouraged
evidence from assessment to inform future learning for both teachers and students
is provided

(Adapted from the Principles of Learning & Teaching – Blueprint – Flagship Strategy 1
– Student Learning)
The assessment guidelines mentioned above, highlight the importance of including the
student, peer and teacher throughout the assessment process, enabling the full picture of
student learning to emerge.
The following figures highlight the benefits of developing a portfolio, for both teacher
(Figure 3.1) and student (Figure 3.2).
Figure 3.1 Benefit of developing portfolios to teacher
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14

T

che
r
ea

Strong
feedback
from students
= clarification of
student progress

Motivated
or Independent
students =
engaged
learners

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education HB0426

Developing the portfolio process

Figure 3.2 Benefit of developing portfolios to student
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own learning

Builds
independence
and motivation

Builds
confidence
and ownership
through active
involvement
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‘As parents
I think
perhaps we
underestimate
our child’s
abilities
academically
and socially.
Sometimes they
do not like to
involve you or
let you know
what they are
doing at school.
The portfolio is
a great way of
finding out.’

Parent response Grade 6
2004 – End Year Student
Lead Interview

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 clearly demonstrate that for assessment to be truly authentic the
students themselves need to become involved in the process.
No matter what shape or form your portfolio takes, it is important to check whether the
elements described in the figures above, are reflected in the process you
undertake. If this is not the case, your portfolio is serving a different
purpose than supporting authentic assessment through the
Portfolios where work samples are
development of metacognition.

collected or ‘all about me’ slides
are produced are NOT examples of
authentic assessment.

Portfolios that support authentic assessment
reflect the thinking. This puts the student in
charge of their own learning which occurs
when they understand their
place within it.
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