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Changing Conceptions

about Teaching:

The Use of Portfolios
with Pre-Service Teachers

By James E. Green & Sheryl O’ Sullivan Smyser

The debate over whether teaching is a science or an art is never more
crystallized than when we consider how to identify good teaching, and by natural
extension, how to devel op good teaching. Until recently, the scientific view seemed

to predominate.
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In recent yearswe havetried diligently to reduce
the description of fine teaching to a set of scientific
principles. Consequently, we have codified thetech-
nical skillsof instructioninto checklists, and wehave
developed standardized tests and minimum compe-
tency scales in great numbers. While each of these
instruments might provide some valuable informa-
tion, none can adequately expressthe artistry of fine
teaching. A generic checklist can not address the
wonderfully diverse qualities that may be suitably
present or absent in high-quality teaching. Inorder to
adequately describeand evaluate such diversity, the
methods used will need to be moreindividualized to
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theteacher’ sstyle, strengths, and circumstances.

Other highly subjectiveendeavors, such asvisual art, writing, and architecture,
havelong used the portfolio concept to assessand display skillsand growth. More
recently nurses (Oeschle, 1990) have also turned to portfolios as a means of
displaying both the science and art of a profession which resembles teaching in
substantial ways. These professions are comfortable with admitting that the
delineation and testing of technical knowledgeis not sufficient to distinguish fine
practitioners from the less able. Just as agood grasp of grammar isimportant for a
writer, but is not sufficient to define his skill, so therefore, agood grasp of learning
theory or subject content isimportant for ateacher, but an insufficient measure of
teaching adroitness.

Even though the teaching portfolio is an encouraging improvement in evalu-
ation, its function as the impetus to reflection must be recognized as the central
purpose. According to Wolf (1991), “Portfolios can give teachers a purpose and
framework for preserving and sharing their work, provide occasions for mentoring
and collegial interactives, and stimulate teachers to reflect on their own work and
on the act of teaching” (p.136).

The personal reflection that occurs in the preparation of teaching portfolios,
which is thought to facilitate professional and personal growth on the part of the
teacher, led the authors to question whether attitudes about teaching are actually
changed as a consequence. Moreover, if the process of preparing a teaching
portfoliodoescauseverifiablechangesinattitudesabout teaching, thentheprocess
itself could have considerable value as a teaching method in the pre-service
education of teachers. Accordingly, the authors conducted thisstudy to determine
whether the processof preparing teaching portfolios caused meaningful changesin
the conceptions about teaching held by studentsin teacher education programs.

Review of Literature

Portfolio assessment i sproposed asamethod for usewith pre-serviceteachers
for solid reasons. Recent research in theories of multipleintelligences, the consis-
tent difficulty researchers have in conceptualizing the process of teaching and
learning, individual differencesthat occur among highly effectiveteachers, cultural
diversity, andtheexpansivedifferencesinthenatureof teachingresponsibilitiesare
a few. Some states now mandate teaching portfolios as part of their teacher
induction programs, and severa colleges and universities have systematically
introduced and evaluated portfolios asacentral element in their teacher education
programs.

There are many functions and uses for portfolios, but each of these functions
appearsto address the larger categories of formative or summative information as
advocated by Goodlad (1991). Formative purposeswould includethe enhancement
and development of teaching skills (Collins, 1990), the encouragement of reflection
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upon one’' s own teaching (Richert, 1990), and professional growth through colle-
giaity (Shulman, 1988). Summative purposes would include uses for assessment
and evaluation of teachers for hiring, retention and promotion. All of these many
and varied uses may be made of portfoliosat any timein ateacher’ s career, but the
emphasis may shift depending upon the skill, maturity, and needs of theindividual
teacher.

For pre-serviceteacherstheeval uativefunction of the portfolioisanimportant
one. As prospective teachers prepare to seek professional employment, it is
important that they are able to present compelling evidence of their skills. Wolf
(1991) stressesthat portfoliosareauthentic presentationswithinthe contextsof real
classrooms and school settings. Colleges such as Bowling Green State University,
where portfolios are used as part of the placement procedure, have reported very
favorable responses from employers on their use of portfolios as an interviewing
tool (Weinberger, 1987). Additionally, several states have begun using portfolios
asaregular part of their assessment procedures (Furtwengler, 1986; McL arty, 1985;
Terry & Eade, 1983). These wholesal e efforts have met with varied success, but do
point out the continuing and i ncreasing importance of portfoliosin the assessment
process.

While portfoliosare valuable as an eval uation tool used by others, their useas
a self-assessment technique should not be overlooked. The portfolio, when dili-
gently constructedandused, canhel pastudenttoidentify strengthsandweaknesses
in teaching, and begin to make plans for improvement. Berry, Kirsch, Ryan, and
Uphoff (1991) offer the following summary of this all-important benefit of self-
assessment:

The portfolio system appearsto hold advantagesin that it removes the teacher or
student from being the evaluated object and places him/her in the central role of
self-evaluator, documenter and planner of professional development. (p .5)

Thisprocessfunction of theportfolio alsowasnoted by all threeschoolsinthe
Ohio Consortium for Portfolio Development. Biddle and Lasley (1991) report that
theuseof themesin portfolio construction by studentsat theseuniversitiesallowed
the studentsto integrate the many facets of good teaching. Portfolios al so encour-
agedthestudentsto consider inafairly complex way the strengthsand weaknesses
that they brought to teaching and to seek out individual avenues of improvement.

Bird (1990) agrees that teaching is an incredibly complex and subtle task. He
further states that very little support is given to teachers to encourage them to
observe and reflect upon their teaching. Bird suggests that portfolios are alogical
vehiclefor this, regardless of whether the teacher isanovice or aveteran, because
portfolios provide a systematic, continuous way of “planning, supporting and
monitoring a schoolteacher’ s professional advance” (p. 244).

A final important benefit of portfolio useisthe encouragement of professional
dialogue whichissuch anatural part of the portfolio process. Richert (1990) noted
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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that the opportunity to engagein conversationsabout teachingswith colleaguesis
often cited by noviceteachersasaparticularly hel pful meansof growth during their
first year of teaching. A structured occasion to reflect upon their teaching wasal so
cited as valuable by these beginning teachers. Portfolios provide just such an
opportunity, and they also aid the teacher in remembering more fully what
happened in the classroom so that the reflection and professional dialogue which
follow are of adeeper, morethoughtful nature. Through the use of the portfolio, and
withthehel p of amentor or peer, thebeginningteacherisabletoinitiatethepersonal
reconstruction of knowledge which is central to the process of become ateacher.

Thisconstruction of the meaning of good teachingisdoubly important for pre-
service teachers who may not be equipped to discussin any sort of reflective way
their strengths and weaknessesin the classroom. Bird (1990) noted that having the
documents of aportfolio available can provide afocusto mentoring opportunities,
and encourage a depth of thought which would be difficult to attain otherwise.

Finally, pre-service teachersare at acritical point in their careersin which the
directionof their teaching, and perhapseventheir survival intheprofession, isbeing
decided. Indeed one of thegoal sfor strengthening initial teacher preparationwhich
was put forth by the Association of Teacher Educators in the report entitled
Restructuring the Education of Teachers (1991) is that teacher preparation pro-
grams should include ways to help pre-service teachers begin their career-long
professional devel opment. Portfoliosprovideanatural way for pre-serviceteachers
toinitiate, plan, and continually re-evaluate their professional choices. While the
benefits of portfolios appear to be many, alingering question remains for teacher
educators: doesthe use of teaching portfolios produce measurabl e affects on how
pre-service teachers conceive the meaning of good teaching?

Method

Introduction

Inresponsetothisquestion, theinvestigators sought to determinewhether the

use of teaching portfolios affectsthe meaning given to basic conceptsin education

by pre-serviceteachers. Specifically, theinvestigation focused on whether the use

of teaching portfoliosaltersmeaningthat prospectiveteachersgivetothefollowing

basic concepts: teacher, student, classroom management, evaluation of teach-
ing, professional growth, and reflective thinking.

Subjects

The investigators conducted their study with pre-service teacher education
students enrolled at two very different institutions: Ball State University, alarge,
public, comprehensive, midwestern institution; and University of Redlands, a
small, private, liberal artsinstitution in Southern California. An assessment instru-
ment was administered (pre-test and post-test) to an experimental group and a
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control group in the fall semester, 1992-93, and again in the spring semester, 1992-
93. The fall semester experimental group and control group numbered 32 and 36
respectively; the spring semester experimental group and control group numbered
17 and 20 respectively. In the fall semester, the experimental and control groups
were comprised of equivalent numbers of students from both institutions. In the
spring semester, the experimental group came from Ball State University and the
control group from the University of Redlands. Studentsin the control group were
enrolled in pre-service teacher education courses. However, in the experimental
group students were guided in the preparation of teaching portfolios.

Instrument
Theinvestigators chose to use the semantic differential techniqueto measure
shifts in meaning that might occur as the result of students being guided in the
preparation of their teaching portfolios. Numerous studies have established the
validity of the semantic differential asaprocedure for measuring meaning, and the
method has proven useful for assessing changes in attitudes and conceptual
understanding (Kerlinger, 1973). Theorginator of the semantic differential method,
C.E. Osgood (1957), demonstrated that the meaning of any concept has three
dimensions: evaluation, potency, and activity. These dimensions are derived by
differentiating the meaning of the concept through the use of graphic rating scales
with opposing, or “bi-polar,” adjectives at either end of the scale. The scales
represent the* semantic space” for the concept. Using val uesof onethrough seven
for each of the bi-polar terms, each scaleisgiven aquantitative valuerelativeto the
concept. Then factor analysisis used to yield the dimension of semantic space. In
this fashion, we can plot the meaning an individual givesto a particular concept.
The semantic differential instrument devel oped by theinvestigatorsfor usein
thisstudy included six conceptswith nine scalesfor each concept. The scaleswere
selected from alist of bi-polar termswhich had been validated in athesaurus study
reported by Osgood and his colleagues (1957).

Procedure
Theinvestigation was conducted in two phases: thefall and spring semesters.
Inthefirst phase, theinvestigatorssought to establishthat thecontrol groupandthe
experimental group were reasonably similar with regard to the original meaning
they gavetheconceptsidentifiedfor thestudy. Both groupscompl eted thesemantic
differential instrument. The experimental group’ s pre-test resultswere compared to
the control group’ spre-test results by cal culating mean valuesfor each scaleinthe
instrument, and a series of t-tests (two tailed) was performed. Of the 54 t-tests
performed, only eight scales revealed statistically significant differences (p<.05).
Although the two groups were not perfectly congruent in the meaning attached to
the concepts measured, enough similarity existed that the two groupswere judged
reasonably comparable.
Throughout the fall semester, the students in the experimental group were
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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guided through the process of preparing their portfolios. The portfolio format was
designed by theinvestigators, following Wolf’ s(1991) cautions, to of fer substantial
guidanceintheformat used, but substantial latitudein the choices made of specific
documentsto include. Each student’ s portfolio, therefore, was required to contain
five sections. These sections were entitled: Introduction, which provided back-
ground information about the student, such asaresumeor autobiography;Environ-
ment, which demonstrated how the student created arich learning environment as
evidenced by such itemsaspicturesof bulletin boards; | nstruction, whichincluded
evidence of planning and execution of actual teaching; Individualization, which
displayed how thestudent met theneedsof theindividual sintheclassroomthrough
such methods as diagnostic tests or grouping strategies; and Integration, which
provided proof of growth through such itemsaseval uations or devel opment goal s.

In each of these sections, students were required to provide ashort reflective
statement about the section, but al other itemsincludedin each section were at the
complete discretion of the student. Examples of suitable items to include were
provided, aswell assamplesof portfoliosdoneby previousstudents. Opportunities
for collegiality and mentoring were designed into the portfolio process by putting
studentsinto portfolio pairsfor periodic discussion of their portfolios, and through
scheduledindividual sessionswiththecourseinstructor to offer feedback about the
progress of the portfolio.

At the end of thefall semester both the control and experimental groups com-
pleted the semantic differential instrument again as a post-test. The pre-test and
post-test results from the control group were then compared. This comparison
allowed investigators to observe whether any shifts in meaning occurred in the
control group. Again the investigators performed t-tests (two tailed) on the mean
values for each of the 54 scales included in the instrument. Of the 54 t-tests
performed, only five yielded differences which were statistically significant (p <
.05). Although somestatistically significant changesdid occur inthecontrol group,
the preponderance of mean values did not change significantly. Theinvestigators
concluded that meaning given to the six concepts by the pre-serviceteachersinthe
control group did not change appreciably during the semester that the study was
conducted. Table1summarizestheresultsof thepre-test and post-test comparisons
for the control group and the experimental group and the pre-test comparison
between the control group and experimental group.

Inthefinal step of thefirst phase of theinvestigationthe pre-test and post-test
results from the experimental group were compared. Since students in the
experimental group were guided in the preparation of teaching portfolios, the
comparison allowed the investigators to test their hypothesis that the portfolio
assignment would influence shiftsin meaning. Comparison was made by perform-
ing t-tests (two tailed) of the differences between the mean values for each of the
54 scales from the semantic differential instrument. In this comparison 34 of the 54
scales yielded statistically significant results (p < .05). Table 1 reveals that the
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Table 1

Control Group and Experimental Group

Pre-test and Post-test Comparisons (Fall 1992)

ComparisonsUsing t-tests

Number of Scales with

SignificantDifference

Control group pre-test to

experimental group pre-test 8

Control group pre-test to

control group post-tests 5

Experimental group pre-test to

experimental group post-test 34
Table 2

Statistically Significant Differences between Pre-test and Post-test Results

for the Experimental Group (Fall 1992)

Concept of “ Teacher”

Scale/Polar Terms Pre-test Mean Post-test M ean EValue
Energetic/Inert 6.03 553 235
Active/Passive 6.09 5.49 2.43
Concept of “ Student”
Scale/Polar Terms Pre-test Mean Post-test M ean FValue
Intelligent/Unintel ligent 5.72 5.23 181
Successful/Unsuccessful 5.60 4.78 2.71
Competitive/Cooperative  4.84 3.95 1.47
Active/Passive 541 4.70 1.24
Concept of “ Classroom Management”

Scale/Polar Terms Pre-test Mean Post-test M ean FValue
Organized/Unorganized 6.03 5.28 223
Sociable/Unsociable 5.88 498 2.50

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (Continued)

Statistically Significant Differences between Pre-test and Post-test Results
for the Experimental Group (Fall 1992)

Concept of “ Evaluation of Teaching”

Scale/Polar Terms Pre-test Mean Post-test M ean FValue
Meaningful/Meaningless 6.06 6.78 1.73
Beneficial/Harmful 6.19 6.85 2.59
Useful/Useless 6.16 6.85 2.96
Constrained/Free 3.19 1.48 1.28
Convergent/Divergent 4.25 1.38 1.28
Concise/Diffuse 4.63 6.53 1.34
Difficult/Easy 481 6.53 1.76
Active/Passive 531 6.68 2.36
Complex/Simple 4,78 6.68 2.34

Concept of “ Professional Growth”

Scale/Polar Terms Pre-test Mean Post-test Mean  EValue
M eaningful/M eaningless 6.03 6.88 10.06
Organized/Unorganized 5.88 6.78 213
Important/Unimportant 6.41 6.90 3.53
Constrained/Free 3.06 1.28 453
Obstructive/Helpful 2.16 1.78 5.34
Competitive/Cooperative  4.22 155 1.40
Active/Passive 5.81 6.80 334
Energetic/Inert 591 6.83 2.64

Concept of “ Reflective Thinking”

Scale/Polar Terms Pretest Mean Post-test M ean FValue
Lucid/Obscure 4.98 6.58 1.58
Thoughtful /Vacuous 5.91 6.78 213
Useful/Useless 6.22 6.85 3.24
Convergent/Divergent 4.41 1.30 3.23
Obstructive/Hel pful 184 1.18 312
Deep/Shallow 5.91 6.78 2.04
L aborious/Effortless 4.66 6.65 2.30
Active/Passive 5.72 6.40 1.50
Complex/Simple 491 6.65 2.28
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experimental group changed much more than the control group in regard to the
meaning given to the sel ected basis conceptsin education. Table 2 containslists of
the scales, or bi-polar terms, for each concept for which the differences occurredin
the experimental group.

In the second phase of the investigation, which was conducted during the
following semester, the procedureswererepeated with different subjects. However,
when the pre-test results of the experimental group and control group were
compared, investigators observed atotal of 26 statistically significant differences
(p<.05). Consequently, the investigators could not conclude that the two groups
werereasonably similar at thebeginning of the semester. Indeed, examination of the
responseson the scal esreveal ed that the experimental group’ sscoreswere charac-
teristically higher than the control group’s scores, leaving less room for positive
shiftsin meaning to occur during the course of the semester.

Theinvestigatorswere not surprised, then, that the second phase of the study
produced results that were noticeably different from the previous phase. In the
second phase, theexperimental group’ spre-test and post-test comparison produced
only oneinstance of a shift in meaning.

Discussion

Theresultsfromthestudy areinteresting fromseveral perspectives. Whenboth
the experimental group and the control group were observed to be reasonably
similar with respect to the meaning they gave basic concepts in education, very
noticeable shifts in meaning occurred after the training in the use of teaching
portfolios. Inthefirst phase of the study, statistically significant differences(p<.05)
occurred in each of the scales for three concepts: evaluation of teaching, profes-
sional growth, and reflectivethinking.Moreover, the shiftsthat did occur tend to
conform to the professional values espoused by advocates of teaching portfolios.
The studentswho were guided in the preparation of teaching portfoliosrevealed a
greater appreciation for the value and power of evaluation of teaching, profes-
sional growth, andr eflectivethinking. In addition, the students conceptualized all
threeasmore active processes. In other words, students saw evaluation of teaching
as more meaningful and beneficial, although more complex and difficult to
accomplish. And, they saw the process of eval uating teaching asonethat involves
their active participation. In addition, they saw professional growth as more
important, and the concept acquired a more active and cooperative connotation.
Similarly, reflective thinking became a more useful process, as well as more
complex and active. It isimportant to note that for the concepts of evaluation of
teaching, professional growth, and reflective thinking, virtually all of the scales
showed statistically significant changes with these shifts being toward attitudes
teacher educators hope to instill in their students. In each of these three areas,
students who had used portfolios saw the concepts as more valuable, more potent
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and more active than they had at the beginning of the semester.

Scattered unforeseen shiftsin meaning also occurred. Close examination of all
the changes revealed afew surprising findings. The concepts of teacher, student,
and classroom management also registered statistically significant shifts in
meaning (p < .05) for afew of the adjective pairs. However, the shifts, while not as
numerousasintheother areas, indicated that the conceptsacquired amorenegative
connotation. In particular, the concept of teacher was seen as less energetic and
more passive; student was seen as less intelligent, less successful, more passive,
and less competitive, and classroom management was seen as | ess organized and
less sociable. The investigators were unable to account for the negative shiftsin
meaning. However, they noted that the studentsin the experimental group all were
participating in field experiences. One may speculate that the early laboratory
experiencesresulted in studentslosing some of their naiveté, and their conceptual
understanding of teacher, student, and classroom management reflected their
encounters with the real world of professional practice.

However, themeasurabl e shiftsinmeaning that wereobservedinthefirst phase
of the study must be interpreted tentatively, given the inconclusiveness of the
second phase. Even so, positiveshiftsthat did occur inthefirst phasesuggest several
implications for the use of teaching portfolios by pre-service teachers.

Conclusion

Thegeneral conclusion to be drawn from the study clearly supportsthe use of
teaching portfolios in pre-service teacher education programs as a strategy to
influence positive changes in attitudes and beliefs concerning evaluation of
teaching, professional growth, and reflective thinking. The process of self
assessment causes studentsto reflect personally on the meaning of good teaching.
Organizing the evidence which documents one’s strengths and weaknesses as a
teacher into a vivid and coherent account enables one to value planning for
professional growth. And, maintaining professional dialogue with peers and
mentorscreatesamore collegial approach to continuing professional development.

Students who were willing to put forth the time and personal effort needed to
use their portfolios as a catalyst for personal improvement found the experience
very valuable. One student, afirst year intern, had this to say about her portfolio
experience: “l wasin arut and | was a brand new teacher. That’ s the scary thing;
that it can happen sofast. | wasinthegrave professionally. The portfolio hel ped me
see that and begin to change.” Very few other teaching methods can produce the
same amount of reflection and self-directed growth for astudent just beginning on
the road to becoming ateacher. And very few methods can demand so much of a
student that changes in fundamental attitudes about teaching are made. Portfolios
show great promise in helping our pre-service teachers become the self-directed,
reflective professionals so vital to our nation’s schools.
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