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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to explore the effect of portfolios from collaborative learning to
interpret English texts on reading performance of Korean high school students in an EFL
(English as a Foreign Language) classroom learning environment of a rural area. The focus is
mainly on the confidence and autonomous learning of 24 third-year high school students in
interpreting English texts. Most of the students who participated in this study lack motivation
to study English and show an unsatisfactory English reading literacy performance. The
researcher works as facilitator, evaluator and coordinator in students’ collaborative project
activity. The data were collected using a range of qualitative elicitation methods and the
results obtained were interpreted and explored in depth. Analysis of students’ contributions
to collaborative works shows obvious implications for both Korean EFL teachers and learners,
revealing that working on self-assessed portfolios actively engaged learners in their
confidence and interest in English learning. The study found that portfolios raised students’
awareness of learning strategies, facilitated their learning process, and enhanced their selfdirected learning.
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I. Introduction
Although much effort has been made to improve the teaching of English, traditional teachercentered instructions including careful explanation of word meaning and usage followed by
drilling and interpretation couldn’t attract unmotivated learners’ interest in their English
study. However, what teachers can do to facilitate their students learning and develop
autonomy has been one of the major concerns in second language instruction.
This study was carried out to investigate the use of portfolios from collaborative learning as a
tool to facilitate student reading comprehension and develop learner autonomy in an EFL
classroom learning environment. Teacher’s role as a faciliatator has also changed from
passive students to active participants in the collaborative performance. This article reports a
successful attempt about how unmotivated EFL learners are improving interest and
confidence in studying English through collaborative works to interpret texts, which leads in
turn their self-directed learning. Research questions are as follows:
1) How can unmotivated EFL learners enhance self-directed learning?
2) How can unmotivated EFL learners complete their collaborative project works?
3) What do students reflections on the pieces in the portfolio indicate about their
understanding and control of their own learning?

1

To answer these questions, a class of 24 students was asked to produce portfolios from
collaborative learning in groups.
II. Literature Review
The literature on collaborative learning, portfolio use, and learner autonomy has identified a
range of behaviors that characterize successful collaborative learning in face-to-face
situations.
2.1 Portfolios in the EFL classroom
A language Portfolio is a document or an organized collection of documents, in which
individual learners can assemble over a period of time, and display in a systematic way, a
record of their qualifications, achievements and experiences in language learning, together
with samples of work they have themselves produced.
A portfolio is a useful bridge because teachers need to do more than just transmit knowledge
to students. Teachers should show students how to acquire “knowledge, skills, and strategies”
so that they can eventually turn into autonomous and responsible learners for their own
learning (Yang, 2003: 293). Therefore, the purpose of portfolios in an ESL/EFL classroom is
to increase the level of students’ motivation and to give them a their own learning (Crosyby,
1997).
As a general guidelines, Crockett(1998) suggested five different groups of materials that may
be included in the portfolio of students: a) samples that are considered class assignment
requirements; b) “processed samples” that were “previously graded by the teacher”; c)
“revisions of student work” that are “graded and then revised, edited, and rewritten”; d)
reflections that are associated with the “processed samples,” and these reflections give
students opportunities to identity their own strengths and weaknesses; e) “portfolio projects”
that include work mainly designed for students to put into their portfolio(p.1).
2.2 Collaborative Learning
“Collaborative learning” is an umbrella term for a variety of educational approaches
involving joint intellectual effort by students, or students and teachers together (Nunan, 1988).
Usually, students are working in groups of two or more, mutually searching for
understanding, solutions, or meanings, or creating a product. Collaborative learning activities
vary widely, but most center on students’ exploration or application of the course material,
not simply the teachers’ presentation or explication of it.
In collaborative classrooms, the lecturing/ listening/ note-taking process may not disappear
entirely, but it lives alongside other processes that are based in students’ discussion and
active work with the course material. Teachers who use collaborative learning approaches
tend to think of themselves less as expert transmitters of knowledge to students, more as
expert designers of intellectual experiences for students-as coaches or mid-wives of a more
emergent learning process.
Collaborative learning produces intellectual synergy of many minds coming to bear on a
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problem, and the social stimulation of mutual engagement in a common endeavor. This
mutual exploration, meaning-making, and feedback often leads to better understanding on the
part of students, and to the creation of new understandings for all of us.
2.3 Collaborative Learning and Portfolios
The portfolio assembled by high school students will almost always be made up of work
accomplished with a great amount of teacher and peer assistance. Following Vygotsky’s
principle that “instruction is only useful when it moves ahead of development,” teachers
design classroom experiences that allow students “to do in collaboration today [what they]
will be able to do independently tomorrow” (Vygotsky, p.211). Therefore the works included
in the portfolio are often the products by the students. Even in the cases where the pieces are
similar in form to ones that the student has been producing for a considerable time, the
teacher expects that in some way the piece will represent a new level of challenge or
accomplishment for that student.
2.4 Self-assessment and autonomous learning
It is widely accepted that self-assessment is a key learning strategy for autonomous language
learning, enabling students to monitor their progress and relate learning to individual needs.
But there are few studies on the role of self-assessment in formal educational settings, where
there is less room for self-directed learning. Paradoxically, it is perhaps in these settings that
self-assessment is most needed to focus learners’ perceptions of progress. Students are often
passive in their approach to learning, and may become demotivated if they cannot see any
clear progress. Self-assessment produces learners who are more active and focused, and better
placed to assess their own progress in terms of communication. This study will also discuss
these issues, and make some practical suggestions for carrying out self-assessment at
secondary school level.
III. The Study
3.1 The Context and Participants
The participants in this study were 24 third-year high school students from a comprehensive
high school in an agricultural area. They consist of 13 female and 11 male students. Their
level of English language competence ranged from low-intermediate to low (on average, one
student with grade 6 to five students with 9 in mock Collage Scholastic Academic Tests) and
most of them didn’t show interest in English learning while taking teacher-fronted
instructions. They have performed the collaborative works for reading comprehension in their
English classes for more than one year. For the first time when they were asked to perform
collaborative works in groups, their resistance was strong and nothing was produced. One
year later, they enjoy their performances and ask so many voluntary questions to complete
their works that the teacher is busy helping them. They have performed the collaborative
project with one English article once a week. The article usually comes from a university
magazine including topics popular to high school students such as ‘love’, ‘food safety’,
‘idol stars’ in popular TV dramas, and so on.
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3.2 Data Collection and Data Analysis
A pilot study with a class of 24 high school students in 2008 and then a formal study with the
same students during the first semester in 2009 were conducted. The data is made up of the
students’ portfolios from collaborative project work, their self-assessment reports and an
evaluative questionnaire administered to the learners towards the end of the semester.
Information about students’ beliefs and attitudes about using portfolios and collaborative
learning style REFERENCES was collected by both open-ended and Likert-scaled
questionnaires. Portfolios were integrated into the framework and procedures – i.e., diagnosis,
preparation, instruction, and evaluation – for structural approach.
3.3 Tasks and Structural Approach
Reading topics were chosen from university magazines, which were delivered randomly to
the school and included popular topics to the students. The student number of a group
depends on the length of the text. Students have to read and translate the given text in groups.
A preparation part serves as a warm-up for students to know more about the background
knowledge of the special topic and to further lead to the passage reading. Students are put
into a group and assigned a project to complete per week. The following methods (Yuan &
Wang, 2006: 14) are applied for collaborative work.
·
·
·

·
·

·

Task dividing: Dividing the learning passage into several parts. Each group is responsible
for one part. Student may discuss all the learning points, the comprehension problems
together.
Focused learning: Studying the part carefully until they feel sufficient. Dictionaries and
other learning REFERENCES are encouraged to be used as “experts”. Information gap
thus is created.
Reporting and reshaping: Then within teams, members can take turns explaining their
portion, comprising answer sand build understanding together. During the report,
members are encouraged to pose questions. As students work through understanding each
other’s part, they begin to reshape their understanding of the whole.
Individual accountability: Each member should actively contribute to one part of the
presentation or the comprehension.
Integration and evaluation: The teacher may design the whole-class activity with which
students can actively integrate their learning. Presentation or demonstration task can be
carried out. The teacher can ask questions, correct misunderstandings. Finally, evaluation
work should be accomplished.
Reward: Quiz can be used to test how well they master the learning. The success f the
group depends on everyone’s performance.

3.4 Collaborative Project Work and Use of Portfolios
The following figure shows how students produce their collaborative project and evaluate
their contribution to the group work. Each group members are given a piece of one random
paragraph and asked to translate their own work and get together all the paragraphs to
complete one essay as if they match all the puzzles. Then they discuss and decide what the
topic, main subject sentence, and the title of the passage are. In the final stage before they
submit, they assess the group members’ contribution to the collaborative group work. At the
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next class all the members of each group present why they make the order of the paragraph as
it is and translate the passage. Teacher evaluates each member’s presentation.

[Figure 1]

Example of Students’ Portfolio Project Work and Self-assessment

IV. Findings and Conclusion
Collaborative learning increases the amount of time students spend focusing on the topic and
the opportunities to ask the teacher to work out the group’s or individual’s questions in the
large class. In the mean time, with systematic and carefully designed structural approaches,
collaborative learning can effectively provide students with the opportunities to discuss the
English text. By allowing several students to talk in small groups, without disturbing others,
students are encouraged to talk in a positive and relaxed learning environment. Their
increased achievement in output and productivity become a reward to the teacher’s hard work.
Collaborative learning will be a good alternative for large class teaching in students’
negotiation and understanding the text.
The use of portfolio is a valuable tool not only for teachers to use with EFL learners to better
understand how they develop learner autonomy but also for students to assess themselves and
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to use as learning materials for their self-study. An intentional data collection and
documentation system becomes a very powerful assessment tool, one that is authentic and
based on students’ capabilities and strengths. Students, educators, parents, and administrators
are able to see the collection of items that celebrates the student.

REFERENCES
Crockett, T. (1998). The portfolio Journey: A Creative Guide to Keeping Student-Managed
Portfolios in the Classroom. Eglewood: Teacher Ideas Press.
Crosby, C. (1997). Portfolio assessment in th eKorean ESL writing classroom. Thai TESOL
Bulletin
10(2).
Retrieved
August
13,
2009
from
http://www.thaitesol.org/bulletin/1002/100204.html.
Nunan, D. (1988). Collaborative Language Learning and Teaching. Cambridge University
Press.
Vygotsky, L. (1962). Thought and Language. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Yang, N.D. (2003). Integrting portfolios into learning strategy-based instruction for EFL
college students. IRAL, 41(4), 293-317.
Yuan, X. & Wang, J. (2006). A collaborative learning perspective on EFL large class
meaning negotiation, Sino-US English Teaching, 3(2): 13-16. Retrieved June 15, 2009
from google.co.uk.

About the Presenter
Dr. Chong Nim Lee received an MA and a Dr. of Literature in Graduate School of
Education and Graduate School respectively from Chonbuk National University and another
PhD in School of Education from University of Southampton, UK, specializing in English
Language Teaching. She has been an English language teacher at secondary school level for
over 20 years and has served as an instructor at the university level since 2000. Her
professional interests include second language acquisition for young learners and teacher
training program evaluations. Email: esla2009@paran.com

6

