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artifacts which ultimately embody the values and ideological directions 0" 

our society. 
Viewed in this way, electronic portfolios provide an additional challenge. 

It is not enough for teachers (0 work to keep current of the latest softvvare 
and hardware uses, but they must also develop the necessary theoretical and 
critical perspectives ro accompany their new knowledge. When technology, 
as an artifact of our culture, is employed by teachers who lack a critic:ll 
understanding of irs nature or a conscious plan for its use, and whell 
these teachers must function within an educational system that is itself:lII 
artifact of the political, social, and economic forces shaping our culture, 
the natUral tendency ofinsuuction is to suPPOrt the status quo. This doc 
nOt mean that the nature of writing or communications within portfolio 
will remain the same-we have already suggested how these might challf 
dramatically. 

What is likely to remain consmnt-unless we do a better job 01 
educating teachers-is the social function of electronic portfolios withlll 
the overdetermined system of cultural, political, and economic formation 
that make up our educational system. Unless we develop a habit of tbinki lip 

in new ways about technology and technologically-based texts, electrollil 
portfolios are as likely to be used by teachers to Suppor! those practil 
we now see as reprehensible in our educational system (e.g., surveill:lI1(" 
competition. outdated assessment methods. and the continued opprc~~llIlI 

of women and students from underrepresented groups in our culturd 
they are by teachers who employ chose practices we see as positive (C' 
col1abor:ltion, the valuing of individual expression and creativity, and II, 
productive exploration of difference). (See, for example, Cooper and .\('1/ 
1990; Jessup 1991; Takayoshi 1994; Hawisher and Sullivan forthcomill 

In light of this realization, we can understand the importance of rctllllll 
ing some of the approaches teachers now take to compiling, colleering. ~1lI.1 

evaluating student texrs and coming at electronic portfolios from nrwl 
established critical perspectives. Some of the perspectives needed POI Ih 
task can come from a broadJy conceived program ofhumanistic studir. /ltt 
teachers-from crosHusciplinary approaches to social and culturol ,,".1 
ies; science and technology studies; studies of postmodernism, M::lIll1'llt 

and radical democratic politics; of physics; and of feminism. among 01 I, 
perspectives. Each of these fields informs teachers at a generallevd Idlll\l 

the relationships that bind people to one anomer in cultural group~1 II, 
language individuals use to express these relationships of society. :llld II 
inrellectual tools used to give their language form and subscance. 

Wedding the Tt:c/mologies ofWnting Portfolios and Computers 

One of the complex issues mat such perspectives from other fields will 
help us explore has to do with the security ofelectronic files and the ways in 
which these files are increasingly subject to e1ecHonic methods of surveil
lance (Zuboff1988), certainly a direction we will want to avoid with online 
portfolios as we have mentioned earlier. Anocher issue has to do with 
the ways in which compUter interfaces serve to reproduce the value our 
culture places On racism> sexism, capitalism, and monoculturalism (Kra
marae 1988; Selfe and Sdfe 1994; Winner 1986; TurkJe 1995; Hawisher 
and Sullivan fOrthcoming) especially in educational settings-simply by 
(he strucmre of the computer interfaces that students are forced to use. 
These interfaces, for example, now privilege an English-only, or English-by
default approach to education that many of us would not want to support 
in general terms. Even the PacerForum incertace we present here is not 
without its biases. When we puc together the figures accompanying this 
anicle, no clip art was readily available that featured women or Other un
detrepresented groups working and collaborating together. Although most 
of the graphics seem innocuous enough, nOtice that a man in a business 
suit announces the "computer news" and also that a male clown introduces 
another forum. With [he exception of the forum '~y's Friends," osten
sibly women and girls look as though they had little "say" in establishing 
the forums. The closest we could come to featuring women was in seleCt
ing the "sets ofhands. " safely androgynous we think although they are also 
very white. Our experience is a small example of how it is all tOo easy to 
reinforce social structures already in place in our society despite our best 
intentions. Unless the profession develops the necessary critical perspec
lives along with the regujsite technical knowledge, we fear rhat teachers 
will continue to be hampered in [heir efforts to use technology equitably 

( :onclusion 

Finally> we mink it important to note that these three major challenges 
II1Jsk a great many smaller complicadons-as many complications. indeed, 
1\ there are problems in Our educational system at all levels. And we 
l~'cognize that change connected to computer-supported literacy programs 
1\ often addressed with a special degree of conservatism. Not only are we 
I\king colleagues to change their perspectives on teaching and learning with 
pI 'nfolios> bue we art: also asking mat they inform their thinking with che 
101 

filII ise of computers, yet anorher technology. Resistance and sometimes 
""lenrmCJ1t to such dramatic calls tor, !J;! n?(' in rlw clllfLlre of the classroom 
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and schools should not be unexpected. Bur we consider it promising th'l\ 
the perspective we gain from exploring the unfamiliar landscape of thcs 
tWo technologies-computers and ponfolios-also provides us with new 
ways to think about teaching. 

In this context, we can offer a final, and imponant, suggestion for rh 
profession to think about: teachers must continue to read, to experimefll 
with technology but, more than anything perhaps, they need to speak UI' 
and talk with one another. This suggestion may sound like an easy task Oil 

the surface, but there arc, as we all know, many factors in our education..1 
system that serve to isolate teachers from one another. The cumulativ 
effect of these factors-econorrUc, political, and social-is to keep m:lll 
teachers in their own classrooms and on their own campuses away frolll 
jndividual.s in the ir discipline and in other disciplines; to bury some of (llil 
colleagues under mountains of paper work and extracurricular duties thai 
shift anen tion away from pedagogy; to distract mem from the consideratio'l 
oftheories that productively inform educational practices; and to eliminJI, I 
for many teachers, the option of attending conferences and exchangin 
ideas with other professionals. 

Given the lack of experience and knowledge about electronic portfolio 
and their uses in English classrooms, teachers need to make-and II 
given-time to share their observations with other teachers, either locally III 
regionally through workshops, seminars, or campus and district news!ctlc••, 
or on a wider basis through professional journals and narional conferem 
Until the profession begins to share the results we find, widely alill 

systematically, we cannot begin productive comparisons, replicatiom, (I 

the large~scale collection and analysis of our experiments with dectrnlill 
portfolios. 

As Rose has argued, the problems with our educational system arc fltll 

such mat they will disappear magically with the enactment of a particlIl.lI 
reform or, as we have claimed, with a particular innovative use oftechnolof, 
We do know, however, that traditional portfolio projects encourage studell! 
co reflect on their learning, thereby giving them an opportunity to enh:ulIl 
their performance through evaluative feedback and review. ElectrOf.1l 
portfolios have the added advanrage of permitting students to share \hr I 
work instantly with their instructors and other srudents over the HtCWlld 

at any time of day or night, to "conference" asynchronously with Ol].rl 

writers at will, and to revise assignments online as they progress throll~h III 
semester. In small ways, then, the wedding ofportfolios and computel ~ ( .111 

in the hands of reRective and critic-illly-n1..i'nded teachers, begin to c.:.h.lll 

Wedding the TechnobJgie; ofWriting PorifOlio, and Computm 

the culture of our schoo!s.We conclude with a statement from Kathleen 
Yancey which we have modified slightly. She writes: 

All of this discussion about ... [compUters] and portfolios is not to say that ... 
(either of the [Wo, combined or apan] can answer every need, or that they are 
''the answer.» Rather, it is to say that (electronic] portfolios can help us as we seek 
to undemand, describe, evaluate, and improve what we do. (Yancey 1993b) 

Perhaps, for now, this request is all we can make of either electronic 
portfolios or ourselves. 


