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The history of writing assessment falls into four periods: (1)
direct testing (i.e., essay tests), represented by ancient China; (2)
multiple-choice testing, represented by America; (3) portfolio-based
assessment, represented by America and Britain; and (4) the emerging
generation that will need to be technological, humanistic, political,
and ethical (Hamp-Lyons, 2001, 2002). Portfolio is not a new
invention. For decades, it is used as a standard form of assessment in
fields related to the visual arts such as architecture, design, and
photography (Brown & Hudson, 1998; Weigle, 2002). In English L1
writing assessment, portfolios have quite a long history. A body of
evidence has indicated that portfolio-based writing assessment
(PBWA) is now widely acknowledged as a promising alternative to
the conventional timed impromptu essay test in English L1 context
(Weigle, 2002; Hamp-Lyons & Condon, 2000). It is argued that the
use of portfolios is more beneficial to ESL/ EFL students (Delett,
Barnhardt, & Kevorkian, 2001; Hamp-Lyons & Condon, 2000; Song
& August, 2002; among others). While there are numerous claims
about the potential benefits of PBWA to ESL/EFL learners, a
comprehensive review of literature on writing assessment has led to
the conclusion that little evidence is available to confirm whether and
how far these claims appear to be upheld. Furthermore, an
overwhelming majority of the available literature on PBWA comes
from English L1 context and not adequate attention has been drawn to
the applications of PBWA in ESL/EFL context. Thus, the most
pressing need in this still young field is to conduct more research to
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validate the claims made by the advocates of PBWA, particularly, in
ESI/EFL context. Given that far too little research on the practice and
consequences of portfolio assessment with ESL/EFL learners, more
empirical studies on the impact of PBWA on ESI/EFL learners’
writing are called for.

Compared with portfolio use in North America, Europe, Taiwan
district of China and other countries and districts, the implementation
of portfolios in EFL writing assessment in mainland China is
relatively rare. Evidently, the feasibility and effectiveness of PBWA
for Chinese EFL learners should be investigated before this
technology can be used to foster EFL writing teaching, learning and
assessment in China’s mainland. The present study focused on
whether and how PBWA promoted EFL writing development of
Chinese university English majors. The purpose was to explore the
feasibility and effectiveness of PBWA in the educational system of
mainland China. The key research question was: How does PBWA
impact on Chinese undergraduates’ EFL writing development? Based
on the trichotomy model applied in washback research, the researcher
produced the conceptual framework for the current study. That is,
effects of PBWA should be investigated in terms of learners’
motivation and attitude, their writing process (strategy use) and
writing outputs (quality of essays). Consequently, the following six
sub-questions were addressed in order to answer the overall question:

(1) Are there significant differences between the PBWA
experimental class and the non-PBWA class in terms of their
motivation to learn EFL writing at the end of the experimental
semester?

(2) Are there significant differences between the PBWA
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experimental class and the non-PBWA class in terms of their EFL
writing strategies at the end of the experimental semester?

(3) Are there significant differences between the PBWA
experimental class and the non-PBWA class in terms of writing
products (accuracy, complexity, fluency and coherence) at the end of
the experimental semester?

(4) Are there significant differences between the PBWA
experimental class and the non-PBWA class in terms of writing class
experiences?

(5) Are there significant differences between the PBWA
experimental class and the non-PBWA class in terms of attitude
towards writing assessment at the end of the semester?

(6) How do the students in the experimental class perceive
PBWA during the PBWA project?

Pursuit of the effects of PBWA on writing development of
Chinese EFL learners warranted a comparative study, in which two
sophomore English major classes with similar writing motivation,
strategy and proficiency, same number and sex distribution, taught by
the same teacher were engaged. However, the results of the
comparison could tell only part of the story because it provided little
information about the detailed process of PBWA affecting EFL
writing growth. A single embedded case study (the experimental class
was the case, and the six selected students were the sub-units for
analysis.), therefore, was employed to investigate the hidden
transcripts. Multiple types of data were coliected, compassing
quantitative data from questionnaires and writing measurement, and
qualitative data from transcribed interviews with the six selected
students, journals, reflective essays in their portfolios as well as field
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notes of classroom observation.

The major findings of the present study were as follows: First,
EFL learners had the tendency to treat PBWA as a better means of
assessment and an effective tool of learning, though they looked at it
as a container of their essays upon entering the project. Compared
with timed singular essay tests, PBWA was believed to be “more
suitable and fairer” by the participants. Second, implementing PBWA
was feasible in Chinese colleges, as it was welcomed by the English
majors and their teacher. Third, PBWA aided the development of
positive attitude towards EFL writing and its assessment, for students
involving in the PBWA project were inspired to increase their writing
motivation and to improve the writing strategy. Fourth, PBWA
facilitated growth of EFL writing ability at least in some dimensions,
specifically, accuracy and coherence.

This study tentatively concluded: On the whole, PBWA had
profound positive impact on the growth of Chinese EFL learners’
writing ability.
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