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Abstract 

Writing assessment has evolved dynamically over the past century, shifting from psychometric-

driven standardized testing to student-centered, process-oriented approaches. Among these 

innovations, portfolio assessment has emerged as a pivotal tool for addressing limitations in 

traditional writing assessment, particularly in fostering holistic development of writing ability, 

learning attitudes, and learner autonomy. This review systematically synthesizes the theoretical 

foundations, historical evolution, and practical applications of writing assessment, with a focus 

on portfolio assessment. It first traces the global trajectory of writing assessment paradigms 

and contextualizes the development of writing assessment in China, highlighting current 

challenges in Chinese university students’ practical writing abilities and prevailing assessment 

inadequacies. The review then elaborates on the definition, characteristics, typologies, and 

implementation frameworks of portfolio assessment, followed by an analysis of its 

multifaceted impacts on writing ability, learning attitudes, and learner autonomy. Drawing on 

cognitive and constructivist learning theories, the paper underscores the theoretical congruence 

of portfolio assessment with modern educational principles. Finally, it identifies research gaps 

in the application of portfolio assessment to Chinese writing instruction, particularly the 

scarcity of empirical studies in higher education contexts, and proposes directions for future 

research. This review aims to provide a comprehensive theoretical and empirical basis for 

advancing portfolio assessment practice in Chinese writing classrooms and beyond. 

Keywords: Writing assessment; Portfolio assessment; Practical writing; Learning attitude; 

Learner autonomy; Chinese higher education 

 

1. Introduction 

Writing is a fundamental literacy ability that underpins academic achievement, 

professional development, and lifelong learning, yet its effective assessment remains a 

persistent challenge in educational contexts worldwide (Weigle, 2002). In China, this challenge 
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is exacerbated by discrepancies between university students’ practical writing competencies 

and societal demands, coupled with traditional assessment practices that overemphasize 

summative evaluation and neglect process-oriented feedback (Li & Qi, 2023; Zhang, 2023). 

Against this backdrop, portfolio assessment has garnered increasing attention as an alternative 

approach that aligns with the developmental and constructivist goals of modern writing 

instruction (Fathi & Rahimi, 2022; Lam, 2018). 

This review is structured to address three core objectives: (1) to trace the historical 

evolution of writing assessment paradigms globally and in China, identifying key shifts and 

current limitations; (2) to synthesize the theoretical and empirical literature on portfolio 

assessment, including its conceptual foundations, implementation frameworks, and 

multifaceted impacts; and (3) to contextualize these insights within Chinese writing instruction, 

highlighting research gaps and practical implications for higher education. By integrating 

global scholarship with Chinese-specific research, this review contributes to the ongoing 

dialogue on refining writing assessment practices to better support student learning. 

 

2. Historical Evolution of Writing Assessment 

2.1 Paradigm Shifts in Global Writing Assessment 

The evolution of writing assessment over the past century reflects broader shifts in 

educational philosophy, from behaviorism to cognitivism and constructivism. Early 20th-

century assessment focused on objective evaluation of writing quality, with foundational work 

by Hillegas (1912) and Trabue (1917) developing early quantitative scales for essay assessment. 

These tools laid the groundwork for writing evaluation but lacked standardization for large-

scale application (Haswell, 2006). 

The mid-20th century saw a shift toward objective testing (e.g., multiple-choice questions), 

driven by concerns about the reliability and cost of direct writing assessments (Richardson et 

al., 1933). This psychometric paradigm prioritized efficiency and standardization but 

inadvertently narrowed curriculum focus to discrete language skills, neglecting higher-order 

thinking and communicative competence (Mabry, 1999). By the 1970s–1980s, direct writing 

assessment reemerged as scholars like Diederich (1974) emphasized its validity in measuring 

actual writing ability, though challenges of scoring bias and complexity persisted (White, 1985). 

The 1990s marked a paradigm transformation with the rise of portfolio and performance-

based assessments, signaling the emergence of writing assessment as a distinct discipline (Huot, 

2002). This shift reflected growing recognition of writing as a sociocultural and cognitive 

practice, requiring assessment tools that capture both process and product (Hamp-Lyons & 

Condon, 2000; Weigle, 2002). Contemporary assessment now integrates direct and indirect 

methods, emphasizing multiple sources of evidence and student engagement (Engelhard & 

Myford, 2003), culminating in the personalized paradigm that centers on student self-regulation 
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and reflective learning (Lam, 2015, 2018). 

2.2 Development of Writing Assessment in China 

Chinese writing assessment has a long historical legacy, dating back to the imperial 

examination system over 1,500 years ago, which emphasized merit-based evaluation and 

reduced nepotism (Hamp-Lyons, 2002). Early modern innovations included Tang Biao’s 17th-

century essay revision methods and Liang Qichao’s focus on structural coherence, while the 

1920s–1930s saw the development of systematic evaluation scales by scholars like Yu Ziyi and 

Ai Wei (Huang, 2009; Yu, 2023; Zeng, 2023). 

Mid-20th-century assessment centered on grading and commentary, with educators like 

Ye Shengtao advocating for feedback that fosters student self-correction (Zhang, 2022). The 

1980s marked a scholarly turning point, with Fang Duzi (1998) identifying two research strands: 

refinement of traditional qualitative criticism and integration of international educational 

measurement theories to enhance scientific rigor. Recent decades have witnessed calls for 

developmental, constructive, and diversified assessment, incorporating multiple stakeholders 

(teachers, students, parents) and methods (self-assessment, peer assessment, portfolio 

assessment) (Guo, 2015; Li, 2020; Niu, 2017). 

2.3 Current Challenges in Chinese Writing Assessment 

Despite these advancements, Chinese university writing assessment faces significant 

challenges. First, students’ practical writing skills are misaligned with societal needs: surveys 

indicate that over 70% of university students rate their practical writing abilities as average or 

poor, citing difficulties in logical thinking, language application, and material gathering (Li & 

Qi, 2023; Zhang, 2023). Second, instruction remains overly theoretical, with limited 

opportunities for practical writing practice and insufficient teacher-student interaction (Chen, 

2024; Song, 2023). Third, assessment is dominated by summative exams with inadequate 

feedback mechanisms, failing to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses or support 

continuous improvement (Lin & Huang, 2022; Zhang, 2023). The overreliance on percentage-

based scoring further restricts creativity and independent exploration (Zeng, 2018). 

In response, leading universities like Tsinghua and Zhejiang University have introduced 

process-oriented writing courses, emphasizing practice and feedback (Song, 2023). However, 

these innovations remain isolated, highlighting the need for scalable, evidence-based 

assessment reforms, with particular focus on the adoption of portfolio assessment, to address 

systemic limitations. 

 

3. Theoretical Foundations, Types, and Implementation Frameworks of Portfolio 

Assessment 

3.1 Definition and Core Characteristics 

Portfolio assessment, defined as a systematic collection of student work, reflections, and 
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feedback that documents progress, efforts, and achievements over time (Arter & Spandel, 1992; 

Moya & O’Malley, 1994), integrates assessment with teaching and learning (Fathi & Rahimi, 

2022; Michelson & Mandell, 2023). Its core characteristics distinguish it from traditional 

assessment: 

1. Process-orientation: Captures multiple stages of learning (drafts, revisions, reflections) 

rather than just final products (Barton & Collins, 1997; McMillan, 1997). 

2. Authenticity: Reflects real-world writing tasks and student growth trajectories 

(McMillan, 1997; Vavrus, 1990). 

3. Reflective practice: Encourages students to analyze their strengths, weaknesses, and 

learning processes (Barton & Collins, 1997; Lam, 2014). 

4. Student-centeredness: Involves students in selecting work, setting criteria, and self-

assessing, fostering ownership of learning (Klenowski, 2002; McMillan, 1997). 

5. Holism: Integrates knowledge, abilities, and attitudes, providing a comprehensive view 

of student development (Wang, 2013; Luo, 2003). 

These characteristics address key limitations of traditional assessment, making portfolio 

assessment particularly suited to addressing Chinese students’ writing challenges. 

3.2 Typologies of Portfolio Assessment 

Scholars have categorized portfolios based on purpose and context (Table 1). Barton and 

Collins (1997) distinguished working portfolios (documenting learning processes) from 

showcase portfolios (highlighting best work). Valencia and Calfee (1991) added product 

portfolios (focused on final outcomes), process portfolios (tracking learning journeys), and 

evaluation portfolios (assessing learning effectiveness). Lam (2018) expanded this framework 

to include progress portfolios, which emphasize formative assessment and development over 

time. 

Recent innovations include group learning portfolios (Wang, 2019) for large classes and 

electronic portfolios (Barrot, 2016; Aghazadeh & Soleimani, 2020) that leverage digital tools 

for feedback and collaboration. For Chinese practical writing contexts, integrated portfolios 

that combine working and showcase elements, including drafts, revisions, reflections, and peer 

or teacher feedback, have proven most effective as they balance process documentation with 

achievement recognition (Guo, 2022; Zhao, 2018). 

Table 1 Key Typologies of Portfolio Assessment 

Scholars Working 

Portfolio 

Showcase 

Portfolio 

Progress 

Portfolio 

Product 

Portfolio 

Process 

Portfolio 

Evaluation 

Portfolio 

Barton & 

Collins 

(1997) 

/ /     

Lam (2018) / / /    
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Valencia & 

Calfee 

(1991) 

   / / / 

Xu Shihong 

(2014) 

/ /     

 

3.3 Implementation Frameworks 

Effective portfolio assessment requires systematic planning and implementation. Key 

frameworks include those proposed by Delett et al. (2001), Moya and O’Malley (1994), and 

Lam (2014), which share core stages: (1) defining assessment purposes and goals; (2) selecting 

portfolio content aligned with learning objectives; (3) establishing clear assessment criteria; (4) 

monitoring the portfolio development process; and (5) evaluating outcomes and providing 

feedback (Table 2). 

Lam’s (2014) framework further integrates self-regulated learning, emphasizing cognitive 

schema activation, goal-setting, strategy application, and internal or external feedback loops. 

For Chinese writing classrooms, a three-phase implementation model has been adapted to 

address contextual needs, including paper-based formats for classrooms with limited digital 

access (Figure 1). This model consists of development (purpose-setting, content selection, 

criteria establishment), implementation (monitoring, feedback, reflection), and evaluation 

(process and outcome assessment). 

Table 2 Core Components of Portfolio Assessment Frameworks 

Scholars Key Components 

Delett et al. (2001) 1. Planning the purpose of the assessment 

2. Determining the portfolio content 

3. Aligning classroom tasks with the content 

4. Establishing assessment criteria 

5. Determining the organization 

6. Monitoring the portfolio 

7. Evaluating the portfolio process 

Moya & O’Malley 

(1994) 

1. Determining the Purpose and Focus of the 

Portfolio 

2. Planning the Portfolio Content 

3. Designing Portfolio Analysis 

4. Preparing Guidance 

5. Planning Verification Procedures 

6. Implementing the Model 

Lam (2014) 1. Writing Tasks 
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2. Activation of Cognitive Schemas 

3. Setting Goals 

4. Applying Writing Strategies 

5. Self-Assessment 

6. Collecting, Reflecting & Selection 

7. Internal Feedback 

8. External Feedback 

9. Delayed Evaluation 

 

 
Figure 1 Three-Phase Portfolio Assessment Model for Chinese Writing Classrooms 

 

4. Impacts of Portfolio Assessment on Writing-Related Outcomes 

Numerous studies have fully confirmed the effectiveness of portfolio assessment in 

writing instruction, primarily focusing on aspects such as writing ability, learner autonomy, and 

learning attitudes (Table 3). Research by Fox and Hartwick (2011) and Lam (2013) indicates 

that this assessment method can significantly enhance students’ writing motivation and abilities; 

by organizing the multi-dimensional content of portfolios, students can optimize writing 

strategies at the cognitive level and improve writing competence at the linguistic level 

(Hamlyons & Condon, 2000), as well as strengthen self-efficacy and tackle writing tasks with 

a more positive mindset (Al-Hawamdeh et al., 2023). Burner (2014) reviewed the literature on 
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portfolio assessment in foreign language writing instruction from 1998 to 2013 and 

summarized its core benefits, including enhancing learners’ autonomy, reflective ability, sense 

of responsibility, learning motivation, and writing performance. Furthermore, reflecting on the 

learning process and taking responsibility for one’s own learning are important characteristics 

of autonomous learners (Burner, 2014). However, most of these empirical studies focus on 

English as a Second Language teaching, and their applicability in Chinese writing instruction 

still needs to be verified. 

Table 3 Review of Impact Aspects of Writing Portfolio Assessment 

Effects on 

Al-

Hawamdeh, 

Hussen & 

Abdelrashee

d (2023) 

Farahian, 

Avarzamani 

& Rajabi 

(2021) 

Sulistyo 

et al., 

(2020) 

Ngui et 

al., 

(2020) 

Liu et 

al., 

（2020

） 

Burne

r 

(2014) 

Writing Ability /  / /  / 

Autonomy /    / / 

Reflective  /    / 

Responsibility      / 

Anxiety /      

Self-Efficacy /      

Attitude   /  /  

Motivation      / 

 

4.1 Writing Ability 

Writing ability encompasses multidimensional components, including thematic content, 

logical structure, language proficiency, and format adherence, all of which are particularly 

critical for practical writing (Lu, 2015; Zuo, 2023). Empirical studies consistently demonstrate 

portfolio assessment’s positive impact on writing ability across contexts. Al-Hawamdeh et al. 

(2023) found that EFL students using electronic portfolios outperformed peers in summative 

assessment on writing complexity, accuracy, and fluency (CAF). Similarly, Pourdana and 

Tavassoli (2022) reported significant improvements in lower-order abilities (sentence structure, 

vocabulary) and moderate gains in higher-order abilities (organization, content development) 

among EFL learners using Moodle-based portfolios. 

In Chinese contexts, Liu et al. (2020) showed that portfolio assessment helped university 

students understand writing processes, identify weaknesses, and enhance overall ability. 

However, research on practical writing specifically remains limited. Listiana et al. (2021) noted 

that portfolio assessment is particularly effective for addressing sentence construction and 

logical coherence, which are key pain points for Chinese students (Li & Qi, 2023), suggesting 
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its potential to target context-specific writing deficits. 

4.2 Learning Attitudes 

Learning attitudes, comprising cognitive (beliefs), affective (emotions), and behavioral 

(intentions) dimensions (Rosenberg, 1960), significantly influence writing engagement. 

Portfolio assessment’s emphasis on feedback, revision, and student agency can foster positive 

attitudes by reducing writing anxiety and enhancing self-efficacy (Al-Hawamdeh et al., 2023; 

Ding, 2021). Sulistyo et al. (2020) and Yazici and Uçar (2021) found that students consistently 

reported favorable attitudes toward portfolio assessment, citing improved motivation and 

confidence. 

However, findings are mixed: Baker (1993) and Demirel (2015) observed no significant 

attitude changes, likely due to implementation factors (e.g., unclear criteria, insufficient 

feedback). Given the high prevalence of writing anxiety among Chinese students (Li & Qi, 

2023), portfolio assessment’s potential to mitigate negative emotions and promote positive 

behavioral intentions (e.g., active practice, seeking feedback) warrants further empirical 

investigation. 

4.3 Learner Autonomy 

Learner autonomy, defined as the ability to set goals, monitor progress, and regulate 

learning (Benson, 2007; Holec, 1981), is a core outcome of portfolio assessment. By engaging 

students in collection, reflection, selection, and self-assessment, portfolios foster metacognitive 

skills and responsibility for learning (Hamp-Lyons & Condon, 2000; Burner, 2014). Biglari et 

al. (2021) demonstrated that portfolio assessment significantly enhanced autonomy among 

Iranian EFL learners, while Liu et al. (2020) reported similar findings for Chinese university 

students in English writing. 

These impacts align with cognitive and constructivist theories, which emphasize active 

knowledge construction and self-regulation (Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Vygotsky, 1978). 

However, the transferability of these findings to Chinese writing contexts is unclear, as most 

studies focus on English learning. Given the need to cultivate lifelong learning skills among 

Chinese university students, exploring portfolio assessment’s role in enhancing autonomy in 

Chinese writing is a critical research gap. 

 

5. Theoretical Foundations of Portfolio Assessment 

Portfolio assessment is grounded in cognitive and constructivist learning theories, which 

emphasize active student engagement, social interaction, and meaning-making (Hamp-Lyons 

& Condon, 2000). Cognitive theory highlights metacognition, self-regulation, and reflective 

practice as key drivers of learning (Flavell, 1979; Schön, 2017). Portfolio assessment aligns 

with these principles by requiring students to reflect on their writing processes, identify 

strategies, and adjust practice, activities that enhance metacognitive awareness and self-
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assessment skills (Lam, 2018; Perkins & Salomon, 1992). 

Constructivist theory, particularly Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivism, emphasizes 

the role of social interaction and the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) in learning. 

Portfolios facilitate this by integrating peer and teacher feedback, enabling students to refine 

their writing with support from more knowledgeable others (Abtahi, 2017; Lensmire, 1994). 

Constructivist classrooms prioritize student-centered learning, and portfolios serve as a 

tangible tool for promoting agency, collaboration, and personalized development (Brooks, 

1999; Paulson et al., 1991). 

Together, these theories provide a robust theoretical basis for portfolio assessment, 

explaining its effectiveness in fostering holistic writing development. For Chinese contexts, 

which are transitioning from teacher-centered to student-centered instruction, these theoretical 

alignments highlight portfolio assessment’s potential to bridge traditional pedagogical 

practices with modern educational goals. 

 

6. Research Gaps and Future Directions 

Despite substantial progress in portfolio assessment research, several critical gaps remain, 

particularly for Chinese writing instruction: 

1. Scarcity of empirical research in Chinese writing: Most studies focus on English or 

other languages; empirical evidence for portfolio assessment’s impact on Chinese practical 

writing is limited, especially in higher education. 

2. Inadequate methodological rigor: Existing Chinese research relies heavily on 

qualitative descriptions; quantitative and mixed-methods studies are needed to validate 

effectiveness and identify implementation factors. 

3. Contextual adaptation: Few studies address the unique needs of Chinese writing 

classrooms (e.g., large class sizes, emphasis on practical writing formats); research on 

culturally appropriate portfolio design is lacking. 

4. Long-term impacts: Limited data on portfolio assessment’s sustained effects on writing 

ability, attitudes, and autonomy beyond short-term interventions. 

Future research should: (1) conduct large-scale empirical studies on portfolio assessment 

in Chinese university writing courses, using quantitative measures (e.g., writing rubrics, 

attitude surveys, autonomy scales) and qualitative data (e.g., reflections, interviews); (2) 

explore contextual factors influencing implementation (e.g., class size, teacher training, 

technological access); (3) develop standardized portfolio assessment frameworks tailored to 

Chinese practical writing; and (4) investigate long-term outcomes through longitudinal studies. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This review synthesizes the theoretical, empirical, and contextual literature on portfolio 
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assessment in writing instruction, highlighting its potential to address key challenges in 

Chinese writing assessment. The historical evolution of writing assessment paradigms 

underscores a global shift toward student-centered, process-oriented approaches, and portfolio 

assessment, with its focus on authenticity, reflection, and autonomy, aligns with this trajectory. 

Empirical evidence demonstrates its positive impacts on writing ability, learning attitudes, and 

learner autonomy, though research in Chinese writing contexts remains limited. 

Grounded in cognitive and constructivist theories, portfolio assessment offers a systematic 

solution to the limitations of traditional summative assessment in China, including inadequate 

feedback, neglect of process, and low student engagement. By adapting portfolio assessment 

to Chinese practical writing classrooms through clear criteria, structured implementation, and 

integration of self, peer, and teacher feedback, educators can foster holistic writing 

development and prepare students for societal and professional demands. 

Addressing the identified research gaps will strengthen the evidence base for portfolio 

assessment in Chinese contexts, supporting its widespread adoption and refinement. As 

Chinese higher education continues to emphasize student-centered learning and practical 

competence, portfolio assessment emerges as a pivotal tool for advancing writing instruction 

and assessment reform. 
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