
 

ABSTRACT 

 This research study investigated the question, “What are the observed and 

reported experiences when portfolios are implemented in the Kindergarten 

classroom?”  The participants were 25 five and six year olds in a full-day 

Kindergarten classroom. 

 Each student created a literacy portfolio that included 19 documents.  Each 

document was talked about and reflected on before being placed in the portfolio 

folder.  Students participated in small and large group discussions regarding their 

portfolio documents.  Midway through and at the end of the research study, 

students had a conference with the teacher about their portfolios.  Students also 

completed a survey at the end of the study. 

 Major results of this study showed an increase in reflective thinking and 

accurate assessment of work by students.  It became evident that students of this 

age group were capable of reflecting upon their own work but needed teacher 

modeling, practice, and prompting to do so. 
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	Introduction
	Kindergarten
	Kindergarten is a very unique environment.  For most students, this is their first formal schooling experience.  This makes Kindergarten a challenging situation.  Things that are simple and routine in other grade levels cannot be taken for granted in Kindergarten.  When students enter the classroom, they may not know how to form a single-file, straight line, or raise their hand when they want to talk.  As a result, a large portion of Kindergarten is spent teaching students how to follow the rules and routines of the classroom.  Students must first master these things before academic learning can occur.  Wortham, Barbour, and Desjean-Perrotta (1998) write, “Children are active learners who construct their own understanding through interaction with concepts and information” (p. 7).      
	Description of Kindergarten Students
	The majority of Kindergarten students are ages five and six.  They are very young.  Many students have never had to concentrate on something for an extended period of time.  Students are on “different levels on the developmental continuum” because of their varying background experiences (Wortham, Barbour, & Desjean-Perrotta, 1998, p. 30).  It is important that students are taught at the level that they are on and that the learning process be student centered (Wortham, Barbour, & Desjean-Perrotta, 1998).  Therefore, it is important to get to know each child and his/her prior experiences.  Understanding the students allows teachers to make good choices regarding their development (Holmes & Morrison, 1995).  “Children benefit from different levels of learning experiences that meet their developmental levels, interests, and learning styles” (Wortham, Barbour, & Desjean-Perrotta, 1998, p. 46).  
	Changing activities is helpful to keep students engaged with the material.  Teachers should concentrate on the children’s interests to help keep them focused on their work (Nicoll, 1996).  This strengthens their self-esteem and allows them to create their own self-knowledge (Kankaanranta, 1996).  Most students in the Kindergarten classroom are beginning writers.  Therefore, it is important to rely on students’ oral descriptions and explanations of what they have accomplished (Kankaanranta, 1996).     
	Because of the young age of the students, the teacher’s role in the classroom becomes even more central than in other grade levels (Kankaanranta, 1996).  Therefore, modeling by the teacher is extremely important.  As Kankaanranta (1996) found in her classroom, the students constantly wanted to show their work to her as the teacher, seek her approval, and show how they had grown.  
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	Portfolio Contents
	Portfolio Assessment
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	Reflection



	Higher Level Thinking Skills
	Portfolios can show how well students reflect on their own learning (Wolfe, 1996).  Without reflections, the portfolio is merely a superficial collection of work (Ryan, 1994).  Wolfe (1996) cautions, however, that the benefits of higher level thinking skills will be achieved maximally by implementing portfolio use on a large scale.  Popham (2005) agrees that portfolios need to take center stage in the classroom if teachers want to foster self-evaluation and reflective skills in their students. 
	“Critical thinkers have both the desire and the ability to think clearly and precisely” (Nicoll, 1996, p. 3).  When reflective thinking is used, students evaluate their work and work to make improvements based on what is rational (Seiter, 1995).  Portfolios encourage students to become more reflective about their work because of their recursive nature (Anderson, Mallo, Nee, & Wear, 2003).  It is important for students to reflect upon their work and their growth to decide what impact it has had on themselves as a person and a learner (Ryan, 1994).  
	Seiter (1995) reports in his research study that fostering reflective thinking did have a positive impact on increasing higher level thinking skills.  Students become decision makers as they become proficient in producing and revising quality work (Gordon & Julius, 1995).  They also understand that they are able to go back to revise and reflect on what they have done (Gordon & Julius, 1995).  However, if teachers expect students to develop these higher-level thinking skills, they need to assess students in authentic, real-life ways.  Using authentic assessments allow students to better understand what quality work looks like (Hearne & Schuman, 1992).  Whereas traditional means of assessment may show recall of facts, they do not show any learning of higher-level thinking skills (Gagliano & Swiatek, 1999).  In fact, many types of traditional tests focus solely on lower-level thinking skills and ignore critical thinking (Gagliano & Swiatek, 1999).     
	As students review their work, not just looking at it once or twice, they begin to develop self-reflection skills (Popham, 2005).  Reflection can help students to learn better by being able to evaluate their own work (Popham, 2005).  Teaching students about thinking (metacognition) is an important skill that students will use as they become more reflective about their work and more invested in their learning (Burke, 1999).  Branch et al. (1998) found that “students who are involved in self-reflection learn to monitor, assess, and improve their performance and their thinking” (p. 22).  As students are developing reflections about their work, teachers can look for honest and insightful comments (Anderson, Mallo, Nee, & Wear, 2003).  These reflections may even be used to set goals for the student’s academic future (Anderson, Mallo, Nee & Wear, 2003).  Portfolio use allows teachers and students to identify problems and set goals together (Gagliano & Swiatek, 1999).  Students grow to see themselves as learners with strengths and weaknesses and gain insight into their own knowledge, as well as learning to assess their own work (Branch et al., 1998).  Students can be taught to integrate their ideas through the reflection they are learning to do (Wortham, Barbour, & Desjean-Perrotta, 1998).             
	Students will not be able to reflect on their work until they are taught to do so (Burke, 1999).  In their research study, Koelper and Messerges (2003) found that students were not able to communicate their weaknesses and strengths when looking at their own work, even at the end of their intervention period.  In contrast, however, they also found that the majority of students believed they were responsible for their own learning.  Therefore, teachers need to help bridge the gap and help students learn how to be responsible for assessing their own work.  Anderson, Mallo, Nee, and Wear (2003) experienced the same finding.  They found that beginning student reflections were missing details and honesty.  However, after a few weeks, the researchers found that students were able to become more truthful and were more easily able to identify their mistakes.  “Through the use of reflection, students were able to take ownership of their work.  By the end of the intervention, all students were able to identify their areas of improvement” (Anderson, Mallo, Nee, & Wear, 2003).  Holmes and Morrison (1995) concur.  Through the course of their study, they found that students became “better critics of their own work” (p. 6).  Ryan (1994) believes that teachers need to encourage students to reflect on the activities and what they mean to the student.          
	Teachers can encourage this higher order thinking by teaching strategies to their students that build their reflective skills (Burke, 1999).  By teaching students these metacognitive skills, the teacher enables the student to achieve his academic goals (Burke, 1999).  It has been found that the first student reflections are very general until these skills are practiced more.  Then they become more specific as time goes on (Koelper & Messerges, 2003).  Self-assessment skills should be developed early in students because it lays the groundwork for making judgments about themselves and their lives (Mills, 1994).  “The portfolios seemed to have a positive effect on making students more aware of their strengths” (Koelper & Messerges, 2003, p. 32).     
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