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ABSTRACT

The development of the European Space for Higher Education (ESHE) not
only encourages students’ active involvement in their learning process, but
also promotes formative assessment. Therefore, the aim of this research is
to analyse students” beliefs on portfolio assessment in the subject Spanish-
English/English-Spanish Translation of the degree in English Studies at a
university in Spain. A questionnaire was administered at the end of the
semester to check learners’ views on the implementation of an evaluation
system based on portfolios. The results indicate that most of the students
involved in the study recognise that using portfolios as assessment tools
foster their learning since these learning tools favour reflection on one’s
own learning as well as revision for the final exam. Contrariwise, learners
think that portfolio assembling is time consuming and implies hard work.
However, they also feel it is rewarding since they get a better grade at the
end of the semester.

1. Introduction

The developmental process of the European Space for Higher Education (ESHE) has
begun in the late 1990’s and Spanish universities are still finishing with the adaptation
of our degrees to it following the guidance given by the following declarations: Bologna
(1999), Prague (2001), Berlin (2003), Bergen (2005) and London (2007). Along with
the recommendations posed in the five declarations abovementioned, a new educational
principle has also been drawn for universities in order for teaching-language process to
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be more effective based on teachers and learners sharing responsibilities in classroom
management and assessment (Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela, 2011; Martinez Lirola,
2012b; Roca de Larios and Lopez Serrano, 2011). For the said process to be effective,
university should adopt a formative perspective which must pay attention to evaluation
as a crucial component of the whole learning process. In this sense, special attention
should be paid to new methods of assessment in which the whole grade does not depend
on a final mark, as has traditionally happened in Spanish universities, but it should be
based on a continuous process (Martinez Lirola and Crespo, 2007; Martinez Lirola,
2008a and b; Pozo Llorente and Garcia Lupion, 2006; Roca de Larios and Lopez
Serrano, 2011; Martinez Lirola, 2012a). Moreover, it should not just measure contents
but it should concentrate on how students learn, i.e. the different strategies students use
to do the proposed tasks and to apply theoretical knowledge to practice (Oxford, 2011).
Consequently, students’ assessment should be formative, so that teachers can improve
their didactic proposals and provide students with certain indications in order improve
their learning process. Formative assessment also implies a change in the role of
university teachers in the classroom since they become counsellors or assessors who
will guide their students throughout their learning process (Benson and Voller, 1997;
Cotterall and Crabbe, 1999; Dam, 1995; Little, 1991, 2007, 2009; Sinclair, McGrath
and Lamb, 2000; Benson, 2007; Gardner, 2011).

Following a formative assessment at university level implies learner involvement
(Little, 2007) since the teacher draws their learners into their own learning process,
making them share responsibility for setting the learning agenda, selecting learning
activities and materials, managing classroom interaction and evaluating learning
outcomes. To achieve these goals, students will require personalised attention from their
teachers, which makes it necessary to highlight tutorials (face-to-face or online) so that
they become an active part of the students’ learning process. In this way, understanding
evaluation as a whole implies that attention is paid to supporting students and to
correcting students’ mistakes during the teaching-learning process, whereas in the
traditional evaluation based on just one exam the whole process of students learning and
the difficulties in the process were neglected (Brown and Glasner, 1999; Pérez Paredes
and Rubio, 2005; Martinez Lirola, 2012a and b).

What is more, learner reflection (Little, 2007) should be emphasized in our
teaching programmes since it is very difficult to set a learning target or evaluate
learning outcomes without thinking about what you are doing. Learner reflection also
requires us to embrace reflective intervention as a key feature of the teaching- learning
process. That is, we must supplement the incidental reflection that planning, monitoring
and evaluating learning entail by an explicitly detached reflection on the process and
content of learning. This reflection is also concerned with the dialogue between teachers
and learners or within learner groups. Following Vygotsky’s principle of internalisation,
what begins as social speech is gradually transformed into the capacity for inner speech
in the target language (Vygotsky, 1978).

In short, as Pérez-Paredes and Rubio (2005: 606-607) make clear: “Evaluation
considers the teaching and learning program as a whole, and seeks to obtain feedback
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that can serve different purposes for the different agents in education, from teachers to
curriculum designers.”

From the various ways of evaluation proposed by the European Higher Education
Area (EHEA) (see Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009: 92), we have chosen portfolios
since a portfolio is an evaluation tool that facilitates students’ reflective process and
also helps them develop certain competences depending on the activities which are
included in it (Appel and Shimo, 2004; Barbera, 2005; Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela,
2011; Little, 2009; Martinez Lirola, 2012b; Pozo Llorente and Garcia Lupion, 2006;
Roca de Larios and Lopez Serrano, 2011).

The concepts of portfolio learning and portfolio assessment are not new (Black
and William, 1998; Meeus, Van Looy and Van Petegem, 2006; Wright, Knight and
Pomerleau, 1999; Yan, 2003) but its importance has been highlighted after the Council
of Europe encouraged the use of the European Language Portfolio (ELP) as an
evaluation tool in foreign/second language courses at primary and secondary level
(Canga Alonso, 2011; Carson, 2011; Cassany, 2006; Little, 2009; Nunes, 2004).
Nevertheless, this document is not intended to be used at tertiary level but there have
been scholars that have developed different kinds of portfolios adapting them to the
subject in which they were implemented (Ferndndez Polo and Cal Varela, 2011;
Martinez Lirola and Crespo, 2007; Martinez Lirola, 2008, a and b, 2012a and b; Roca
de Larios and Lépez Serrano, 2011).

As it was aforementioned, the portfolio is a useful tool in the EHEA because it
offers materials that show the students’ progress, the grade to which contents have been
assimilated and the capacity to develop competences. Specifically, the portfolio allows
the integration of the tasks of the learning process within evaluation; secondly it helps
to evaluate students’ achievements and their degree of maturity and autonomy.
Furthermore, it offers teachers more information about the effort students make, and
about the different tasks being accomplished. In this way, a portfolio illustrates the
whole learning process and reflects how, when and where the different concepts,
abilities and competences have been acquired by students. Therefore, a portfolio
consists of a folder in which students keep several tasks to accomplish certain
objectives and competences selected by teachers.

O’Malley and Valdez Pierce (1996) distinguish between three types of portfolios:
showcase, collection and assessment. For the purpose of this paper we will refer to the
use of collection and assessment portfolios that include all the tasks, reflections and
self-assessments students made during the semester. In order to help students organise
and develop their portfolio in such a way that they could observe its usefulness at all
stages of the teaching-learning process, Escobar (2001) suggested the following steps:

e To choose tasks according to the main learning objectives and competences.

e To design a pattern of self-evaluation so that students can perform different tasks
and evaluate their results.

e To let students select the best tasks and write a report explaining why they have
selected them.
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e To evaluate students’ tasks according to the criteria that have been previously
established and which are known by students and the lecturer.

In light of the reviewed literature, scholars have purported the benefits of
portfolio assembling at tertiary level to foster learning and self-assessment.
Nevertheless, to our knowledge, there is a scarcity of research focusing on the beliefs
learners have about the use of portfolios as effective tools to assess and foster their
learning at university (Appel and Shimo, 2004; Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela, 2011,
Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009; Pozo Llorente and Garcia Lupion, 2006). What is
more, we have only found one study (Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela, 2011) which has
looked into students’ opinions regarding portfolio implementation in the subject
Spanish-English/English-Spanish Translation of the degree in English Studies, as will
be the case in our context. For this reason, as will be shown in following sections, our
study will focus on learners’ views in these two facets.

This said, in following sections we will refer to the methodology we applied as well
as to the informants who took part in the present study. Finally, we will present the
results attained by the participants.

2. Methodology

This section deals with the main methodological principles that frame this research. In
order to cover the main aspects dealing with methodology, the section is divided in
three sub-sections: participants, research questions and procedure.

2.1. Participants

As mentioned in the introduction, this study was carried out on the subject Spanish-
English/English-Spanish Translation of the degree in English Studies. The course
Spanish-English/English-Spanish Translation’s main aim is to provide a general
overview of translation studies as well as introducing strategies and techniques for the
translation of different text typologies (general, literary, tourist or scientific-technical)
from Spanish into English and English into Spanish, so that learners will be able to
translate texts from Spanish into English and vice versa. It is an optional subject taught
in the third year of the degree in English Studies during the second semester. Students
had a two-hour session twice a week, which combines theory and practice.

This study comprises 15 responses to a questionnaire (see Appendix 1) which aims
at analysing learners’ opinions on portfolio usage as a pedagogical and assessment tool.

2.2. Research questions

As it was mentioned in the introductory section of this paper, the ESHE and the EHEA
promote learner involvement, learner reflection and portfolio assessment as key features
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to foster formative assessment. Therefore, this study aims at answering the following
research questions:
1. What do learners think of portfolios as assessment tools in translation
learning? (RQ1)
2. Do students have a positive or negative opinion about using portfolios to
foster translation learning? (RQ2)

2.3. Procedure

The first session of the semester was devoted to explaining the main goals of the subject
as well as the different assessment criteria included in the syllabus. This information
together with the teaching materials was uploaded to the university website (WebCT) at
the beginning of the course. As can be seen in Table 1, portfolio and project work
activities included individual and group work tasks.

Tasks Evaluation system Percentage
Concepts e Command of the main concepts | A final test marked | 60%
studied during the semester. from O to 6.

e Translation of a text from
English into Spanish.

e Translation of sentences from
Spanish into English.

e Questions on compulsory

readings.
Project Work+ |e Individual work on compulsory | Portfolios should be | 40%
Portfolio readings. handed in at the end of

o Self-assessment the semester

e Self-reflection
eGroup work
oOral presentations

Table 1. Evaluation criteria: Translation Spanish-English/English Spanish.

All the activities were selected according to the objectives and competencies
pointed out in the syllabus of the subject which aimed at providing students with an
ample vision of the field of translation students by getting them actively involved in
their learning progress.

Individual activities focused on specific texts on translation studies (book chapters
and journal articles) written in English. Students had to read and answer questions about
them to improve their communicative competence in the foreign language. Once they
finished the task, they had to correct their mistakes using the key provided by the
teacher, therefore their learning to learn basic competence was also favoured. All the
answers should be word processed to improve their digital competence.

Portfolios should also include an alphabetically ordered list containing the most
outstanding terms on the field of translation studies, which appeared in the compulsory
readings for each unit in their portfolios. A question about these readings was also
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formulated in the final exam to test students’ learning of the aforementioned terms.
Thus, communication in the foreign language and digital competence were also
favoured. To facilitate term compilation, at the beginning of the term students were
given a handout with some guidelines on how to write a definition and they were
encouraged to come to tutorials in pairs to discuss the definitions they had provided for
the terms included in the first unit. Online tutorials via email or WebCT were also
available in order to continuously guide and assess students’ work, not only regarding
definition of terms but also concerning any of the aspects mentioned in the classroom.
Students were also required to reflect on the own learning at the end of each unit by
pointing out the most outstanding contents they had learnt and they also had to select
the most relevant tasks on practice on translation carried out during the development of
the unit. These exercises, which gradually increased their difficulty, focused on
different text typologies (i.e. narrative, descriptive, instructional or technical). Self-
reflection could be done in the mother tongue, hence learning to learn and
communication in the mother tongue and in foreign languages competences were
promoted. Nevertheless, most of the documents included in students’ portfolios were in
English, so some of them decided to use English to perform the task therefore,
communication in the foreign language was mostly encouraged.

Learners also worked in groups of three every two units in order to find information
about topics related to translation studies and they had to present their findings to their
classmates by means of a power point presentation. They were given two in-class
sessions to prepare their presentations. Before the presentation, their productions were
checked by the teacher in order to provide each group of learners with some feedback.
Once their group work results were presented to their classmates a handout containing
the most outstanding features of the topic they have dealt which was uploaded to
WebCT to make it available for the rest of their partners. Portfolio assembling has a
relevant role in students’ assessment, being assigned 40% of the final grade.

Task Competences
Compulsory readings Communication in foreign languages
- Crystal (1987: 344-349) Digital
- Baker (1998: 277-281) Self-assessment
- Nida & Reyburn (1981: 5-31) Learning to learn
Definition of Translation terms Communication in foreign languages

(e.g. Translation, translation studies, descriptive | Digital
translation studies)

Practice on translation Communication in foreign languages
(Professing Translation [Baker, 1996]) Communication in the mother tongue
Group Work: Communication in foreign languages
History of translation Digital

5. Self-reflection on your learning progress Communication in the mother tongue/in

foreign languages
Learning to learn
Table 2. Tasks and competences Unit 1: Definition, Nature and Foundations of Translation.
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Table 2 summarizes the aforementioned information on tasks and competences
providing an example of the activities carried out by the participants in Unit 1.

In order to measure students’ beliefs in portfolio implementation as a

pedagogical and evaluation tool, at the end of the semester a questionnaire adapted from
Martinez-Lirola and Rubio (2009) (see Appendix 1) was administered. This
guestionnaire was selected on a twofold basis: on the one hand, our informants were
also enrolled in the degree of English Studies, therefore the educational context was
quite alike. On the other hand, Martinez Lirola and Crespo’s proposal includes general
guestions which can be applicable to any subject in the aforementioned degree.
The questionnaire was anonymous and consisted of eight questions. These questions
aimed at analysing students’ opinions on two main grounds: (a) portfolios as assessment
tools, and (b) portfolios as instruments to foster learning by implementing an interactive
teaching-learning methodology. Students’ views on portfolios as evaluation tools were
inquired in question 1: “Are you happy having been evaluated with a portfolio? Why?”
and Question 4: “Would you recommend a different way of assessing this course?
How?” whereas Question 2: “What are the main positive aspects that you observed in
the use of a portfolio as a student?” Question 3: “What are the main negative aspects
that you observed in the use of a portfolio as a student?” and Question 5: “Do you think
that the methodology of this course fosters learning?” focused on portfolios as
pedagogical tools to foster learning. Question 5: “Do you think that the methodology of
this course has been appropriate? Why?” and Question 7: “What would you change
about the methodology of this course?” dealt with learners’ opinion on the methodology
followed during the semester. A final question: “Would you recommend this course to
other students? Justify your answer” was included to see if they had a general positive
view about the course by recommending it to other students.

Once explained the main characteristics of the participants involved in the study
together with its research goals and the methodology followed, the next section of this
paper is devoted to analysing students’ answers to the questionnaire by relating their
responses to the research questions (see section 2.2) this study focuses on.

3. Results

Regarding our first research question (RQ1: What do learners think of portfolios as
assessment tools in translation learning?), as shown in figure 1, students were pleased
with being evaluated by means of portfolios since 66.7% answered positively to the
question whereas only 26.7% were against this evaluation criteria and 6.6% did not
provide any answer to the aforementioned question.

As could have been expected students’ answers to the question: “Would you
recommend a different way of assessing this course? How?” (see figure 2) were also
encouraging since 60% of the informants answered that they would not include any
changes in the evaluation criteria. Five students (33.4%) would change some of these
criteria. Thus, three of them suggested different ways to improve course assessment by
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giving less weight to the mark given to portfolio assembling, and including a take-home
project for the last week to help with exam preparation. There were only two learners
who would remove portfolios from evaluation, as they believed portfolio assembling
was a useless time-consuming task. Finally, there was one student who did not answer
the question.

100,00%
90,00%
80,00%
70,00%
60,00%
50,00%
40,00%
30,00%
20,00%
10,00%

0,00%

In favour of Against portfolio Don't know
portfolio assessment
assessment

Figure 1. Students’ views on portfolio assessment.

100,00% -
90,00%
80,00%
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60,00%
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40,00%
30,00%
20,00%
10,00% - -
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Nochanges in Changes in Don'tknow
assessment assessemnt

Figure 2. Students’ beliefs on evaluation criteria.

As could have been expected students’ answers to the question: “Would you
recommend a different way of assessing this course? How?” (see figure 2) were also
encouraging since 60% of the informants answered that they would not include any
changes in the evaluation criteria. Five students (33.4%) would change some of these
criteria. Thus, three of them suggested different ways to improve course assessment by
giving less weight to the mark given to portfolio assembling, and including a take-home
project for the last week to help with exam preparation. There were only two learners
who would remove portfolios from evaluation, as they believed portfolio assembling
was a useless time-consuming task. Finally, there was one student who did not answer
the question.

As far as RQ2 (Do students have a positive or negative opinion about using
portfolios to foster translation learning?) is concerned, when learners were inquired
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about the most positive and negative aspects in the use of a portfolio as a student
(questions 2 and 3), the results indicate that their reaction was positive since only two
informants mentioned that it was a waste of time. Nine participants (60%) pointed out
that portfolios were useful instruments for revision of previous work done during the
semester. Two learners believed that portfolios were helpful to study for the final exam,
and one thought that they made you aware of the mistakes you made as well as fostered
your daily work. Another student mentioned that thanks to the portfolio they could
express their thoughts and feelings about the course.

According to our findings, students thought that portfolios’ main drawback is that
they imply hard work, and are time consuming. Nevertheless, learners considered it was
worth compiling them since you could get a better grade at the end of the semester.
Lastly, two learners pointed out that the deadline to hand in portfolios should be
changed.

As for students’ views on the methodology applied during the semester, 93.3%
considered that it was appropriate whereas only one student suggested that more
translation practice should have been included in the classroom. All the informants
indicated that the methodology implemented fostered translation learning and when
asked if they would change anything from the methodology implemented during the
semester, seven of them (46.7%) wouldn’t change anything in the future, two learners
would include more practice whereas one informant would focus more on theoretical
aspects. Finally, one participant would eliminate portfolios from the evaluation system
and one student would reduce their length.

In the last question (“Would you recommend this course to other students? Justify
your answer”) all the participants acknowledged that they would recommend taking the
course to prospective students, which seems to show that they were all satisfied with the
methodology applied, the assessment criteria followed and the achievement of their
learning outcomes throughout the semester.

4. Discussion

After analysing the results of our study, overall we have found that most of the
participants are satisfied with portfolio assessment. These data resemble those obtained
by other researchers in Spain and abroad (Appel and Shimo, 2004; Fernandez Polo and
Cal Varela, 2011; Martinez Lirola, 2008; Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009; Nunes,
2004; Pozo Llorente and Garcia Lupion, 2006). Contrariwise, our findings differ from
Roca de Larios and Lopez Serrano (2011), because, at first, their students reacted
negatively to portfolio evaluation since they felt insecure as it was an unknown,
demanding, and time consuming task. This negative opinion changed as the semester
developed and at the end of the course students considered portfolio assembling and
assessment very useful for their learning.

It is also worth mentioning that students’ opinions about the benefits of portfolio
assembling and assessment are in agreement with those manifested in Apple and Shimo
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(2004) and Martinez Lirola and Crespo (2009), since these three samples of learners
considered that the main benefit is that portfolios are based on a daily-basis work,
which from their point of view favours learning since it implies less pressure than
having just one final exam as well as fostering the development of a more critical
awareness towards the learning matters. On the other hand, being portfolios included in
the evaluation system increases students’ motivation since they think evaluation is more
fair and learners have more chances to get better grades when compared to just being
evaluated by a final exam.

Students’ responses about disadvantages also bear a resemblance to previous
research on the field (Apple and Shimo, 2004; Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela, 2011;
Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009; Pozo Llorente and Garcia Lupion, 2006) since the
students who took part in all these studies pointed out the fact that portfolio assembling
takes up a lot of time, requires more effort, therefore it demands hard work, being
sometimes difficult to keep up group work.

Regarding the methodology applied during the semester, most of our informants
believed that it was appropriate to foster translation learning. These views concur with
the findings obtained by Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela (2011) in a study carried out in
the subject of translation which seems to show that including portfolios in translation
teaching and learning seems to be positive to foster learning.

Ferndndez Polo and Cal Varela’s work also emphasizes the fact that students’
are not completely satisfied with the percentage given to portfolio assessment in the
final grade of the subject. Thus, their findings show that the majority of students found
the weight originally allocated to the portfolio to be insufficient, and would welcome an
increase to 40 or 50% of the final grade. This testifies to the students’ profound
awareness of the central role of the tool in the course, in their acquisition of the course
contents and the attainment. This same view was shared by one of our students, and
resembles the aforementioned learners’ opinions on the most negative aspects of
portfolio assembling i.e. being time-consuming, and effort requiring (Apple and Shimo,
2004; Fernandez Polo and Cal Varela, 2011; Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009; Pozo
Llorente and Garcia Lupion, 2006). A possible means to solve this negative perception
on portfolio assembling would be to assign a higher weight to portfolio evaluation or,
otherwise, reduce the amount of tasks students should include in their portfolios.

5. Conclusion

This paper has reported students’ beliefs on a pedagogical initiative consisting in the
implementation of the student’s portfolio in an undergraduate Spanish-English/English-
Spanish translation course. We started by arguing that the new normative framework for
the organisation of higher education in Europe implies that the teaching learning
process should become an undertaking in which both students and teachers share
responsibility for learning outcomes. This change is likely to affect evaluation, which
must be understood as a dynamic process totally integrated in the teaching-learning
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process. The use of portfolios fits perfectly in the philosophy proposed by the EHEA
because evaluating students in this way reinforces the idea that the central element in
the new paradigm is the student and their learning process. For this reason, evaluation
must be an accurate reflection of the activities carried out throughout the year.
Therefore, the traditional exam is unable, by itself, to fulfil the needs of the EHEA
model. Moreover, there should be a clear and direct relationship between the tools
employed in evaluation and the results students obtain. Consequently, alternative ways
of evaluation such as the portfolio reflect the learning process as a whole and
consequently democratize the evaluation process.

This paper has also attempted to provide students’ perspectives about the
advantages, the disadvantages, and the learning efficacy of using a portfolio as an
instrument for evaluation and learning. The results of this study corroborate those of
studies conducted in Spain and abroad (Apple and Shimo, 2004; Fernandez Polo and
Cal Varela, 2011; Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009; Pozo Llorente and Garcia Lupion,
2006), which show that students find the use of portfolios more beneficial than harmful
to their learning outcomes, whether considered from a procedural or productive
perspective.

Despite being a very helpful learning tool, the portfolio has some disadvantages
from students’ perspective. Most students considered the process of completing each
task in the portfolio very time-consuming, which implies that it is not always possible to
have the portfolio updated; moreover, they found it difficult to meet the other group
members to prepare the activities that the group work entailed. Learners need specific,
clear directions about what the instructor expects from the portfolio. Some learners,
especially those accustomed to traditional testing methods of evaluation, may be
frustrated when expected to set their own learning goals, to choose their own work for
portfolio inclusion, and to reflect on their work or that of their peers. Despite these
difficulties, students agreed that the experience gained and the results obtained were
worth the effort.

The observed results of our experience of using the portfolio to learn translation
at an undergraduate level are highly positive and extremely encouraging for the future.
Despite the fact that our findings concur with those obtained by other researchers
working with bigger samples, these data cannot be generalised since the sample
analysed is not very wide (15 students) and the students are supposed to be interested in
translation being it an optional subject they had personally chosen. Therefore, further
research needs to be carried out with a wider number of informants in a core subject
(e.g. English language) which is taught in several degrees (Primary Education, History
and Geography. Spanish Language and Literature or Tourism) with a twofold objective:
(a) test students’ attitudes and beliefs on portfolio assessment, and (b) check if portfolio
use involves students assuming new roles in the teaching-learning process, so that
students can assume more responsibility and become active participants in the
classroom to foster the development of their critical thinking skills, and therefore
autonomous learning, which also implies that they have an active role in the teaching-
learning process, is fostered.
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APPENDIX 1

Questionnaire to analyse the main positive and negative aspects of portfolio use for
students in the subject Translation Spanish-English/English Spanish (adapted from
Martinez Lirola and Rubio, 2009: 111).

(THIS SURVEY IS ANONYMOUS)

1. Are you happy having been evaluated with a portfolio? Why?

2. What are the main positive aspects that you observed in the use of a portfolio as

a student?

3. What are the main negative aspects that you observed in the use of a portfolio as
a student?
Would you recommend a different way of evaluating this course? If yes, please,
explain,
Do you think that the methodology of this course has been appropriate? Why?
Do you think that the methodology of this course fosters learning?
What would you change about the methodology of this course?
Would you recommend this course to other students? Justify your answer.
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