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Holistic vs. Portfolio: Which one produces the Greatest Benefits?
I began to ask myself this after I was faced with the task of grading papers in both styles within the same semester. I was comfortable and accustomed to the holistic grading style, so initially the thought of switching to a portfolio system seemed a bit unnerving, but after I began to look at how this would, and was, affecting the class, grading, and students, I began to wonder what the most beneficial option for my students was. Therefore, I decided to ask them. I presented a questionnaire to both forms of classes, those graded by the holistic method and those graded by the portfolio method. By presenting this questionnaire after every class had written and received at least one “graded” paper assignment back, they were at least somewhat familiar with the grading processes that would ensue for the remainder of the semester. The questionnaire contained a number of questions that asked students if they liked the grading method they had experienced so far, if it was effective or ineffective why, what grading style do they feel motivates them to be a better writer, and if each group of students would like or see value in the form of grading that they currently weren’t receiving. Therefore, the portfolio students responded whether or not they would prefer the holistic version and vice versa. 
I really did not know what to expect for the results, but I still had a few speculations. I thought perhaps each group would want what they didn’t currently have. Maybe the portfolio students, while just getting started in the semester-long revision cycle, would be intimidated by the thought of looking at the first paper one, two, maybe even three more times (after they had already revised it numerous times before submitting it to me), so they would just prefer to receive a letter grade and be done with it. Similarly, maybe the holistic students would rather have the chance to prolong the final grade-since many had a real awakening upon receiving their initial papers returned-and would really appreciate the opportunity to continue to work on and revise their works.
Upon reviewing the results from sixty-two students (twenty-nine in the holistic group and thirty-three in the portfolio group), while there was not a definite “winner” that seemed to be preferred, there was an explicit preference among the two grading methods: portfolio. The initial question I had asked the students was to rate the effectiveness of the grading style on their learning, understanding, and mastery of the writing process. They rated this with a number, 1-5, with 1 being the most effective and 5 being the least effective. From the holistic students, there was an equal balance between those that rated the letter grade style as a 1, 2, or 3, with three students selecting 4 and one student giving this method a 5 and stating that the portfolio method sounded much more promising. So while some found this effective, there was a pretty broad distribution, and the number with the highest response (the 3) indicates that most students are just accepting rather than appreciating and learning from this method. 
On the other hand, the balance among the portfolio students was not quite as even. Out of thirty-three students, eight gave a rating of 1, fourteen gave a rating of 2, nine gave a rating of 3, two gave a rating of 4, and no one selected a 5. With the highest concentration of students selecting a 2, I think this indicates while they may not find this method perfect, it is better than the alternative, holistic method, and overall, they appear to find this grading system beneficial. 
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Reading the comments on the questionnaires only reiterated the numerical results, but they also helped students to more fully elaborate upon their sentiments. While there were a few that went to either extreme either stating that they really liked or disliked their given method, most students from both groups had a similar response: they would like to receive some kind of grade (even if it is not a final one) and receive a good amount of commentary as well. While it appears that they want a more definitive way of gauging their process, the majority of the students want to receive the feedback on their work (both from me and their peers) and really feel that the learn and grow from this technique. Overall, I was pleasantly surprised at the amount of students that stated they really wanted to learn to be better writers, and I cannot fault them for wanting to have an indication of where they stand in the class. I just hope the desire to learn overpowers the desire to place well. 
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