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Abstract. The recent approach to language teaching and learning has been focusing on
communication as getting things done in the utilitarian sense. However, the core of communication,
if it wishes to mean anything significant to the world at al, should be self-expression. The ultimate
aim of foreign language teaching, therefore, should be to create individua |earners who have their
own foreign language personalities and know how to express themselves in the target language.
Making use of primarily qualitative methods, this study is an investigation into the implementation
of the literature portfolio and its effects on students’ self-expression in written and spoken English.
With a carefully developed portfolio design and assessing criteria, the portfolio implementation
not only uncovered the students' problems but aso brought about highly favorable learning
processes and results regarding self-expression ability. In this study, the literature portfolio was
used not only as a fair process assessment tool but also as away to train students' self-expression

in English.
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1. Introduction

Theteaching of ESL/EFL has recently been
dominated by the utilitarian point of view,
which sees language as a mere tool to get
things done in a practical world. At its extreme,
calculative thinking views language teaching as
no more than a mass-production process, with
students as the input and automated
communicating learners-entities as the output
(Lehtovaara, in Kohonen et al 2001, p. 145).
However, since language learners are unigue
human beings who inevitably bring into the
learning process their own life experiences,
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interests, thoughts and feelings, such a view as
to deny them voice and identity only frustrates
and hinders learning. Thus, the natural need to
alow and encourage sdf-expression in
language learning has become urgent.

Portfolio assessment can provide just the
opportunity to meet this need. In English and
American Literatures, by working on a regular
basis on their own portfolios, students are
given every chance to exercise greater
initiative and autonomy in responding to great
literatures and expressing their fedings and
opinions for themselves. The literature
portfolio is worth trying out precisely because
it would train students’ self-expression in the
target language.
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Looking back at the literature, many
studies have focused on different humanistic
dements of language teaching and learning
(eg. language anxiety and fear of negative
evaluation; the role of affect; improvisationsin
the classroom), but no systematic study exists
which explores learners' self-expression in the
target language. Also, while there are abundant
studies on the use of English Literature to
approach whole-person development (e.g.
Prodromou 2000; Sivasubramaniam 2006) and
on the portfolio approach to instruction and
assessment (eg. Porter and Cleland 1995;
Chen 2006; Hung 2009), a gap still opens for a
study that researches the portfolio approach in
English Literature towards the goal of students
self-expression.

This study is, thus, an investigation into the
implementation of the literature portfolio and its
effects on students' sdlf-expression in written and
spoken English. The literature portfolio was
implemented with one group of 24 senior
students in the teaching and learning context of
the English Department, Hanoi University of
Languages and International Studies.

2. Review of literatur e and wor king definition

The concept of portfolio has been around
for a long time and has been the subject of
accumulating studies. Different researchers
provide their own definitions of portfolio, but
these definitions always boil down to three
words: collect, select, and reflect. Basically, a
portfolio is a collection of works selected by
the student, with some form of reflection on the
process and/or the products.

Regarding the concept of sdf-expression,
the literature is much more limited. Dufeu
(1994) recognizes sdf-expression as a function
of language, and the language of a true sdlf-
expression “is the language of the inner being
and its relationship to the outside world, the
language of sensations, feelings, emotions, the
expression of needs and desires, observations,
intentions, inter-personal reations, €c. - a

relational language.” (p.212).

Savignon (2002, p.5) suggests that
learners sdlf-expression can be encouraged by
promoting personal language use, which means
teachers should focus on meaning rather than
form whenever appropriate in order to give
students enough linguistic freedom to venture
saf-expression in  the target language
Moreover, learners “should be encouraged to
develop an English language personality with
which they are comfortable.” (p.5) While this
is challenging, it can be exhilarating at the
same time, as learners may discover a new
freedom of sdf-expression in their new
language. Speaking, writing, and responding to
the world in a new language can be compared
to “putting on a new dress’ (a comparison used
by Savignon). Expressing themsdves in
English, hence, can make students feel fresh,
see themselves in a new way, and can offer
them freedom to experiment.

Allen (1987) discusses the close connection
beween  writing and  sdf-expression.
Meanwhile, on the role of literature in the
development of sdf-expression ability,
Prodromou (2000) maintains that while the
language of literature may be impracticable in
real life, it opens the learne’s mind to a whole
new world of fresh, brilliant, inspiring
expressions of the Sdf, sharpening the
learner’s awareness of how language can be
manipulated to reveal exactly the individual
identity they want to reveal. Inspired and
enriched by literature, learners  would
inevitably seek new ways to express
themselves more freshly and convincingly in
the target language.

Based on all the literature presented above,
the researcher arrived at her own working
definition of self-expression ability: In the
context of this study, sdf-expression ability
means the ability to express in written and
spoken English on€'s identity in the form of
on€s anaytica power, shrewdness of
discussion and argument, critical thinking and
deep feding; the ability to express on€'s
understanding of and original ideas and
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comments on literary texts. To be clearer,
“sdf-expression” here means two things: first,
the expression of oneself (on€'s thoughts and
feelings, on€'s convincing power) and second,
expression by oneself and for oneself (i.e not
copying teachers or friends' ideas or ways of
expression in parrot fashion; independent
thinking and individual, sdf-initiated ways of
expressing it). Sef-expression ability is
assessed in two interconnected aspects. the
quality (i.e. criticality, originality, depth and
persuasion) of one's ideas, and the overt verbal
expression, or the externalization, of these
inner qualities and processes (e.g. organization
of ideas, idea development and support,
language use, writing skills, etc.)

3. Design of the American Literature
Portfolio (ALP)

The ALP is closdly related to class
activities. Each portfolio consists of:

1. 15 class notes (one note a week) and
students’ own responses. There are two parts to
each note: key information/discussion points in
class, and what the student himsef thinks
about them;

2. 03 best lesson assignments;

3. 01 essay on a chosen topic, to be
presented orally in class (both first draft and
final essay);

4. 01 graded outline for oral presentation;

5. 02 peer reviews for the essay;

6. 01 written reflection on what they have
learned doing the portfalio project;

7. (optional) 01 extension project. eg. a
critique on a American literature text etc.

The aim of this design is to encourage
students to express ther own ideas and
impressions about literature, and through this,
to help improve their sdf-expression. The
finished portfolio is assessed according to the
criteria specified below.

(1) Class notes
- 15 class notes (1 note a week)

(2) Weekly assignments

(3) Essay

- About 1000 wordslong

- On atopic approved by teacher

- 02 versions: firg draft and final essay

- 01 graded general outlinefor presentation.

(4) 02 peer reviews for the essay
(5) Written reflection

Assessment Criteriafor American Literature Portfolio

- 2 parts to each note: discussion points and personal responses
- discussion points areimportant and interesting
- personal responses reflect deep, innovative, critical thinking

- 03 weekly assignments signed and graded by teacher
- 2 parts to each assignment: answers to course book questions and further comments/responses
- answers and comments/responses are rich in persona feeling and thinking.

- There must be significant differences and improvements between the first draft and final essay.

- (fina) essay shows thorough comprehension of literary text, ability to keep to the point, deep
fedling, logical, critical thinking, original ideas and strong analytical power.

- good discursive writing skill, good organization of essay.

- strong support of discussion points with evidence from the text.

- brief, effective oral presentation of essay (10 minutes)

- 2 partsto oral presentation: summary of literary text and analysis

- Honest feeling and thinking about your own portfolio, its strengths and weaknesses.
- What you have learned or gained through doing the portfolio project
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(6) Portfolio appearance
- Portfolio is neatly typed or handwritten
-(7) Reward for extrawork

analytical and discursive power.
(8) Punishment for cheating/plagiarism

- Portfolio is bound together with cover papers
- Portfolio is organized according to a certain order

- Extension project has high quality in terms of the richness of resources, persona feelings and ideas,

- Each spot of cheating/plagiarism in the whole portfolio subtracts 5 points from the total score.

4. Methods and materials for data collection

This research makes use of primarily
qualitative  methods. The ALP was
implemented with one group of 24 senior
students in order to see how it worked in
relation to the students' sdf-expression ability
and how the students experienced the portfalio
building process. Of the greatest importance to
the research outcome is the researcher’s
observations and evaluations during the
process, as well as the students’ reflections and
actual work collected in their portfolios, which
were examined closely to detect emerging
patterns. Although there were portfolio scores
and exam results, these are not the focus of this
study because the researcher hardly believesin
measuring quantitatively something of such an
intrinsically  subjective nature as sdf-
expression in a discipline so detached from
numbers and the right-wrong answer
distinction as literature.

The materials for data collection include
field notes, checklists, ongoing judgments and
evaluations; and the students' portfolios.

5. Implementation

The implementation of the portfolio project
spanned the whol e the semester (15 weeks) and
consisted of three phases. Phase one (week 1)
was the project orientation, when the purposes,
components, criteria, and all other aspects of
the portfolio were clarified and discussed with
the students. Phase two (week 2-15) was for
portfolio building, whereby the students built
up the components of their portfolios and

constantly reflected on their work. During this
process, the teacher provided class instruction,
guidance and prompts for discussion,
monitored the students progress, and made
frequent evaluations of their work. As they
proceeded with their portfolios, most of the
students reacted with eagerness; their concern
was shifting from marks and grades to the
actual quality of their work. Phase three of the
project implementation happened at the end of
the semester, when the students handed in their
finished portfolios and the teacher started
assessing them according to the established
marking criteria.

Data analysis. Insights into students
self-expression during the lear ning process

Salf-expression problems

One of the most important things that the
ALP did was to cast greater light on our
students’ problems in expressing themselves in
English. As reflected clearly in their own
portfolios, many students made alarming
expression errors, ranging from language use to
idea development. As a result, their writings
were at many points awkward, unnatural, and
sometimes completely incomprehensible. The
most frequently encountered self-expression
problems in the students portfolios concerned
the areas of language use; idea organization,
support and devel opment; relevance of ideas to
the point being discussed; the flow of writing;
and the depth and criticality of analysis. More
often than not, the errors the students made did
not belong to just one of these areas but cut
across many of them to become redly
complicated expression problems. For instance,
when writing about Buck's transformation



230 N.T.T. Ha/ VNU Journal of Science, Foreign Languages 26 (2010) 226-233

from a civilized dog into a wild beast at the
price of his morality (Call of the Wild by Jack
London), a student made a mess of her idea
and language:

“... Buck lost himself or got cunning
himself was a big question. In fact, he both lost
himself because he lost his morality and he got
cunning of himself because he was step by step
coming to his source, wild life which he had
never known before.” [Thu Nga]

Right from the beginning of the ALP
implementation, the students’ self-expression
problems were seriously attended to by
different means: the teachers frequent, on-
going comments and suggestions, remedial
sessions in class, and pear reviews. For
example, responding to their peers essays,
some observant students discovered subtle and
complicated expression problems as they wrote:

“... this essay has some weaknesses in
writing skills that the writer should take into
consideration. To start with, her writing styleis
not so natural. Sometimes | feel that she is
thinking in Vietnamese and trandlates into
English. Additionally, she seems to have
difficulty in expressing her ideas clearly
sometimes.” [Ha My]

“... Overall, | think her analysis is not very
deep. Giving details to the ideas is good; but
more importantly, | think, she should help the
readers understand more by explaining why
and how those details support her ideas. Last
but not least, | would like to hear about her
personal feding toward the matter she raises.”
[Mai Hoa)

In their written reflections, nearly half the
students admitted having difficulty with sdlf-
expression in English. Even a more able
student in the group wrote: “... writing my
ideas in a logical and readable way can be
considered the main obstacle” [Mai Anh]
Class discussions and presentations also reveal
the same problem with spoken English.

Invaluable practice and effort in sdf-
expression

Despite their problems, the students made
overt and ample efforts to express themselves
convincingly in English. Regardless of their
weaknesses, the pieces of writing, the
presentations, and the class discussions that the
students conducted while building up their
portfolios were by far the most thoughtful,
interesting, and original ones that the teacher
had ever known with all the groups that she
had taught. The overall impression is that the
students had a challenging but precious time to
practice expressing their own identities, their
inner qualities in words. They as a group
showed great concentration, effort, and
inspiration in doing it, perhaps because they all
realized this was a good chance for proving the
depths of ther intdlectual and emotional
worlds.

The students' practice with self-expression
can be seen in their efforts to manipulate words
to serve their purposes, and in their exploration
and development of new, individual ideas and
impressions, athough these two aspects often
intermingle.

In terms of attempts at language
manipulation, there are two levels: on level one
are attempts at good, appropriate and effective,
though simple, language; and on level two are
the more demanding attempts at beautiful,
literary language. Interms of individual literary
exploration, there are ample instances of fresh
self-expression on both the intellectual and the
emotional level. The following extracts from a
student’s essay on the theme of humanism in
The Last Leaf by O'Henry are not only
exquisite in language but also original in idea:

“... Behrman's death is not a normal death
but an incarnation into his masterpiece, the
picture of the last leaf...”; “The death of the
kind-hearted old artist is not the end of
everything; on the contrary, it gives birth to a
true masterpiece and rebirth to a young artist
with a beautiful dream to fulfill (...) Where art
comes, there rebirth happens.” [Kim Dung]

There are countless other examples of the
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students’ exploration into their own intellectual
and emotional reams, with ther little
discoveries of new ideas and impressions about
literary works. The following comments reveal
sound, individual thinking and shrewd analysis:

[Commenting on the ludicrous, glory-
thirsty  Sunday-school  superintendent in
chapter 4 — Adventures of Tom Sawyer] “...
The superintendent is very typical of the whole
community in St. Petersburg. Mark Twain
ironically described the superintendent and
through that he wanted to satirize the hypocrisy
and corruption of the society.” [Mai Hoa] (1)

[Commenting on the nature of Mildred's
philanthropic work in Scene 2 - The Hairy Ape]
“... Mildred is the representative of the
bourgeois society. She is a big show-off, an
artificial girl. She is always fretful because she
doesn't know how to enjoy life and how to find
thereal value of thethings shedid.” [HaMy] (2)

[Commenting on the character Robert
Jordan’s language in chapter 43 - For Whom
the Bl Tolls] “... We usually use imperative
sentences to order, ask or force somebody to do
something for us. In this extract, Jordan used a
series of imperative sentences. He used them to
show the urgency of the situation. He did not
want to waste time discussing or explaining.
These sentences seemed to be his last
requirements and demands, so they persuaded
the others to obey.” [Linh Nga] (3)

Extracts (1), (2) and (3) are al fruitful
efforts of sdf-expression on the intelectual
level, where the students asserted their critica
insights about different literary subjects.
Extract (1) critically looks from one typical
character to the whole community and thus has
the power of generalization; extract (2),
meanwhile, provides convincing proof of the
student’s profound understanding of the
character; and extract (3) is an observant
comment on the effects of the language that
Hemingway put into his hero’'s mouth.

During the course, the students approached
and experienced literature not  only

intdlectually but also emotionally. And many
of them found exhilarating ways to express
their exultant emotional experiences. For
instance, on the same subject of the tragic
parting between the two lovers in chapter 43 —
For Whom the Bell Tolls, two individual voices
spoke of their own sentiments:

“ ... the moment between Jordan and Maria
is short. However, when reading it readers
were so moved that they fdt hurt...” [Kim
Dung]

“... War forces lovers to separate from
each other but war cannot prevent lovers from
thinking of each other, sacrificing for each
other. Regardless of the horrors and sufferings
caused by war, the love between Jordan and
Maria is so great that it is worthy of
everybody’'s respect and admiration.” [Minh
Trang].

There are also passages in the students
writings that capture both their reasoning
power and their emational depth, such as the
following reflection on Rabert Jordan's inner
struggle during his last minutes in chapter 43 —
For Whomthe Bell Tolls:

“... The negative thoughts that appeared in
his mind when he was left alone at the end of
the chapter was not a signal of weakness but an
indication of humanity. Jordan is a beoved
character to readers not only because of his
great sacrifice for others but also because of his
lovefor life as ahuman being.” [Kim Dung]

Overadll, the criticality, inteligence, depth
of fedling and power of discussion that many
portfolios show bespeak a big investment of
time, effort, as wdl as interest in sef-
expression. It is fair to say that the majority of
the students had an invaluable, inspiring time
exploring literature, exploring themselves and
expressing their best intelectual, emotional
and linguistic powers. They had a good
practice and a good experience with the
portfolio, which are unveiled in their own
words:

“... To me, writing an essay on a favorite
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topic is the most interesting part of the
portfolio. This task gives me the chance to
write about my favorite author, who is not
introduced in our literature textbook, O’ Henry.
| can share my feding of the story with others
and then receive feedback from them...” [Kim
Dung].

“... One important thing is that | did the
work with all my effort and | really paid
attention to the criteria given by our teacher.
Sometimes | had some difficulties (...) but |
didn't lose my way and tried harder.” [Duy
Ngoc].

“... The assignment writings are the efforts
to think for myself. They are al my true
feelings and responses for literature works...”
[Ngoc Linh]

“... If I had a chance, | still would like to
doit and | hopethat | would do better than this
one.” [Thu Minh]

Progresses and gainsin self-expression

Not only did the students make efforts but
they also actually progressed in ther sdf-
expression abilities. The students' progresses
and gains in sdf-expression are evident in their
writings' grade improvement, the gradual
reduction in the number of major expression
arors, and the students reflections on their
own works, as one revealed:

“... | only got grade C for the first three
assignment writings, but later | got a B for the
next one and an A for the last one. So | have
made some improvements in this subject,
which gives me the mativation to study
harder.” [Minh Trang].

The students' sdf-expression ahilities in
spoken English were also trained with the
process of conducting the portfolio, which was
evident in ther presentations and class
discussions. The requirement of the essay made
sure that the students had better-prepared
presentations, with a richness of language and
a depth of ideas, as wedl as an order of
organization. The assignment that the students
had to complete before each lesson helped

bring about much more informed and
meaningful class discussions. We observed that
the group that did the ALP had more heated
and interesting discussions than the other
groups that we taught. These students were
often very active in class discussions:
expressing their wonder at the details of the
text or disagreement with others' ideas,
defending their opinions convincingly, posing
very interesting questions for the teacher and
their peers about the text, which showed their
critical minds at work. Others listened and tried
to answer the raised questions by themselves
instead of waiting for the teacher’s opinions, as
was usual with other groups. In fact, because
the students knew the matters that they were
discussing beforehand thanks to their portfalio
work, they became very confident and
independent in expressing themselvesin class.

6. Conclusions

In general, the ALP implementation not
only uncovered the students' problems but also
brought about highly favorable learning
processes and results regarding self-expression
ability.

In this study, the literature portfolio was
used not only as afair process assessment tool
but also as a way to train students sdf-
expression in English. The literature portfalio
is a worthwhile experience for both the learner
and teacher of literature. Through doing the
portfolio, students learn to think and express
their own ideas; they develop self-respect, sdlf-
confidence in expressing themselves and not
merely repeating what the teacher says. For the
teacher, the literature portfolio gives
information about students' levels of successin
the subject, thus helping the teacher adjust
hisher own teaching. Obvioudy, the
application of the literature portfolio has a lot
of benefits, and, hopefully, this kind of project
would be adopted and adapted in suitable
teaching contexts.
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Ren luyén kha nang tu biéu dat bang tiéng Anh cho sinh vién
guatuyén tap ba lam: Mot thir nghiém trong mon Van hoc Anh

Nguyén Thi Thu Ha

Khoa Ngon ngir va Van hoa Cac nuéc noi tiéng Anh, Truong Dai hoc Ngoai ngi,
Dai hoc Quoc gia Ha Ngi, Puong Pham Van Pong, Cau Giay, Ha Ngi, Viét Nam

Phuong huéng tiép can viéc day va hoc ngoai ngir gan day da va dang tap trung vao giao tiép trén
quan diém vi loi, nghia la sir dung ngdn ngir dé thuc hién cdng viéc thuan tuy. Tuy nhién, cét 18i cua
giao tiép, néu mudn dat téi bat cir mot y nghia dang ké ndo déi véi thé gisi, phai 1a viéc tu thé hién
ban than. Vi thé, viéc day ngoai ngit cin huéng téi muc dich cudi cling va cao nhét 1a gidp cho nguoi
hoc phét huy duoc nhitng ban sic ca nhan va thé hién dugc nhirng ban sic d6 trong ngdn ngir dich.
Phan 16n sir dung cac phuong phép dinh tinh, nghién ciru ndy tim hiéu vé& qué trinh xay dung tuyén
tap bai 1am van hoc, ciing nhu nhirng tac dong cua qué trinh d6 d6i véi niang luc tu biéu dat cia sinh
vién bing tiéng Anh néi va viét. Véi mot md hinh tuyén tap bai |am va cac tiéu chi ¢anh gia duoc
thiét ké cong phu, qué trinh viét tuyén tap ciia sinh vién khéng chi lam 16 dién cac van dé trong hoc
tap ma con mang lai nhitng trai nghiém va két qua hoc tap rat tot dep. Trong nghién ctru ndy, tuyén
tap bai 1am van hoc duoc sir dung khéng chi nhu 1a mét ¢dng cu danh gia toan dién ca qua trinh hoc
tap ma con nhu 1& mot phuong phép rén luyén niang luc tu biéu dat bang tiéng Anh cho sinh vién.

Tir khoa: Kha niang tu biéu dat, danh gia dua trén tuyén tap bai [am, van hoc, nghién ciu dinh tinh.
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