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“— But does it make them better writers?” This is a question that writing teachers are always 
asked whenever they express enthusiasm for a new pedagogy. And adopting ePortfolios for final 
assessment in the First-year Composition Program (FYC) at the University of Georgia (UGA) 
was no exception. The literature on ePortfolios indicates that portfolios offer a more authentic 
assessment than a three-hour, high stakes examination, the method previously in place at our 
institution (Barrett [2007], Estrem 2004, Huot 2002, and Yancey 1999). Among the advantages 
of ePorts are the ability to encourage reflection and revision. These related qualities are central as 
well to process pedagogy in composition, although researchers are not in complete agreement 
about the uses of revision. Some researchers (e.g., Bridwell 1980) call into question altogether 
revision’s efficacy, while others (e.g., Harris 1989), think that some writers are single-draft 
writers whose work is not improved by revision, and still others have found that students’ writing 
might even get worse (Perl 1979, Beach 1976). The University of Georgia FYC ePortfolios offer 
exhibits of both processes. Students include two revised and polished essays, plus a separate 
exhibit that discusses and demonstrates the writer’s  Composing/Revision process. Students also 
preface the portfolio with a Reflective Introduction to the various pieces; a discussion of the 
writer’s Peer Review accomplishments and a “Wild Card” exhibit that round out the writer’s 
self-portrait also encourage reflective practice. All student work is created, exchanged, and 
archived electronically in <emma> (Electronic Markup and Management Application); <emma> 
is also the application used to construct the ePortfolios.1 

                                                

 1The “front” end of the <emma> application is a familiar-looking word processor; the “back” end is a 
continually growing database of electronic documents (544,947 as of 1 June, 2007). Students do their work in the 
OpenOffice word processor; they then upload their documents to the <emma> database through a simple web 
interface, much like that used to attach files to an email. The project then uses Cocoon (part of the Apache XML 
open-source development project), an XML publishing framework running on the Jakarta-Tomcat servlet engine) to  
produce server-side XSL transformations of the XML documents. <emma> uses Postgres as its database for 
authentication and document tracking.  
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Research Questions: 
Our study originally posed two related research questions:  

Ë first, does revision improve the quality of students’ written products in FYC with 
<emma> ePortfolios? 
Ë second, how do very successful and unsuccessful revisers describe their own revision 
processes? What can we learn from their reflections about revision? 

As we moved from the first to the second phase of our study, we became interested more 
specifically in the relations between revision and reflection as they are represented in the 
ePortfolios of both particularly successful and unsuccessful revisers. To the first two questions 
we therefore added the following: 

Ë finally, what is the relation between reflection and successful revision, as both 
processes are represented in the ePortfolio? 

To address the first question – whether revision actually improves the quality of students’ written 
products during the portfolio process – we focused on a single measure: holistic ratings by 
trained, anonymous raters of before essays (submitted during the semester for a grade) and after 
essays (revised and submitted as part of the final portfolio). While the sheer scope of the 
<emma> database allowed us to work with large numbers of student essays for the first phase of 
the study, the collection of class documents in a single electronic “place” also allows us to “drill 
down” through the collected documents and portfolios of any given student and to examine in 
some detail both the changes in individual documents and the rhetoric of reflection that provides 
a context for the students’ revised essays. To answer the second question – how very successful 
and unsuccessful revisers describe their own revision processes – from the 2005 research sample 
we selected and analyzed the before/after essays, Reflective Introduction, and 
Composing/Revision Exhibits from the 5 students whose essay ratings increased the most and 
the 5 whose ratings decreased the most. 
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Major Findings and Evidence: 
 
A. Does revision improve the written products students include in their FYC ePortfolios?  
 
Findings: Within the confines of this study and the ePortfolio practices of the University of 
Georgia FYC Program, the answer is a cautious “yes.” Between the “before” essays (submitted 
for a grade during the semester) and “after” essays (submitted for the final ePortfolio), we 
observed a statistically significant improvement: on a 6-point scale used by holistic raters, 46% 
of the students sampled improved the ratings of their essays by 1 or more points, 28% 
experienced no change, and 26% decreased the ratings of their essays by 1 or more points. 
Within the FYC population as a whole, relatively few students are harmed, and many stand to 
benefit from the use of ePorts for final assessment. 
 
Evidence: The study was conducted as follows. From a pool of 5,000 essays submitted to 
<emma> during Fall semester 2005, we aimed to gather 500 before and 500 after essays; after 
culling out false or problematic pairings, we wound up with 450 before and 450 after essays. We 
attempted to over-sample from the high and low ends of our student population, but finding an 
adequate number of portfolios that had received very low scores proved difficult; most students 
who scored very low during the semester had dropped the class, and the low-scoring portfolios 
we found were generally incomplete. 
 
For the holistic rating of essays, we recruited five raters from a pool of experienced composition 
teachers. We constructed a six-point scale that was equivalent to but not identical with the 
program grading rubric for essays (to give a greater statistical range and to discourage the raters 
from responding personally as teachers). Finally, raters were normed in a FTF session, but read 
and rated essays online. We assigned lists of “before” and “after” essays to each of the five 
raters. Essay ID numbers were assigned in random groups, so that no rater read the same essay 
twice and so that raters did not know whether any given essay was a “before” or “after” essay. 
Each essay ID number was assigned to two readers for rating, going to a third reader when the 
first two scores differed by more than one point on the six-point scale used for rating the essays. 
(In the case of a discrepancy, the two closest scores were averaged). 
 
Between the “before” (Essay 1) and “after” essays (Essay 2), we observed a statistically 
significant improvement in ratings. The mean score for the Essay 1 was 7.36 (out of 12 possible 
points for two readings), and the mean score for Essay 2 was 7.74. Thus, on average across the 
450 essay pairings, ratings increased by .38 points. The true mean improvement was between 
.2567 and .5077. Using this data, we feel confident that if we were to rate paired essays written 
by the entire population of FYC students, we could expect the mean improvement to be between 
.25 points and .50 points on a six point scale. Of course, improvement was not equally 
distributed across essay pairings and no student increased his or her score by exactly .38 points; 
rather, a number of students increased their scores by 1 or more points after revision, some had 
scores that remained the same, and some decreased their scores. The chart below shows the 
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distribution of improvement scores (IMP) that were calculated by subtracting the combined 
scores for “before” essays from the combined scores for “after” essays. 
 

IMP -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Freq 1 0 3 27 86 125 121 65 14 7 1 

% 0.22 0.00 0.67 6.00 19.11 27.78 26.89 14.44 3.11 1.56 0.22 

% 26.00 
decreased 

27.78 46.22 
increased 

Distribution of Improvement Scores 
 
The students who earned lower scores (fewer than 8 of the 2-12 possible points) on Essay 1 were 
more likely to improve their Essay 2 scores, and those with high scores (8 or more points) on 
Essay 1 were more likely than their less successful peers to receive lower scores on Essay 2. This 
is merely the statistical regression effect and therefore not significant for our results. 
Furthermore, those students whose scores decreased generally did so only by one point (19.1% 
out of the 26% that decreased in their scores), while a much larger percentage of students 
(44.44%) made modest gains of 1-3 points out of 12. 
 
It is important to note that the student writers had already taken these documents through several 
drafts and cycles of revision and had submitted them for grades in their FYC classes. After 
choosing to include these specific essays in their ePortfolios, students then had an opportunity 
(but were not required) to revise the essays further, producing the polished ePortfolio documents 
that we considered as the “after” essays in our study. So while much of the existing literature on 
revision in Composition studies focuses on in-class writing or on the earlier stages of drafting, 
we found that revision still produces desirable results even after students have done as much 
work as they think they can on a paper and that it still produces desirable results as a summative 
exercise completed later within a semester course. 
 
 
B. How do very successful and unsuccessful revisers describe their own revision processes? 
What can we learn from their reflections about revision? 
 
Finding:  Composition research reports that while experienced writers consider revision as a 
global, holistic process, less experienced “student” writers tend to make local changes, such as 
proofreading alterations (Beach), substitutions of words, or additions/deletions of words and 
phrases (Sommers). First, we learned that the distinction between global and local, as a hallmark 
of efficacious revision, did not hold. Within the parameters of this study, revision practices that 
previous studies would have labeled “local” or “surface” changes were important to significant 
improvement in essay scores. For successful revisers, the most significant kind of change (in 
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terms of improvements in blind ratings of their essays) was a local micro-structural change, that 
is, a local rather than global change that nevertheless affected meaning. Following the work of a 
single student, we found as well that writer whose revised product the composition literature 
would regard as the work of an experienced reviser suffered a significant reduction in score from 
the holistic raters. Further rhetorical analysis of the entire portfolio suggested that there can be a 
significant discrepancy between students’ reflection on their writing and outside evaluators’ 
assessment of that writing. We need ways to account for such writers-in-process. 
 
Evidence:  For the second phase of the study, from the 2005 research sample we selected the 5 
students whose essay ratings increased the most and the 5 whose ratings decreased the most. 
Successful revisers began with essays ranging between 5.3 and 8.6 on the 2 to 12-point scale. 
After revising, their scores increased by between 3.3 and 5 points each. Unsuccessful revisers 
started with essay ratings a little higher than their more successful peers (their ratings began 
between 8 and 10); their scores decreased by between 2 and 3 points after the students had 
revised their essays for inclusion in the portfolio. 
 
To begin with, we considered the “before” and “after” documents themselves as evidence of the 
students’ revision practices. We decided to use the coding system developed by Faigley and 
Witte (1981) because their system fits well with the first phase of the study, which focuses on the 
quality of student writing based on a range of content, rhetorical, stylistic, and presentational 
criteria derived from the UGA FYC Program rubric. This coding system enabled us to quantify 
the number of changes that added, deleted, rearranged, distributed, or consolidated text, but also 
to determine whether or not those changes preserved the meaning of the original or, if they 
introduced a change to the meaning, whether they were changes in microstructure (local 
meaning) or macro-structure (global meaning). 
    

Frequencies of Combined Revision Changes per 1000 Words in Final Drafts 

 
 Formal 

Changes 
 

Meaning-
Preserving 
Changes 

 

Micro-Structure 
Changes 

 

Macro-Structure 
Changes 

 

Successful 
Revisers 
 

6.7 
 

8.7 
 

14.4 
 

4.7 
 

Unsuccessful 
Revisers 
 

3.3 
 

7.9 
 

22.8 
 

6.8 
 

 
Both successful and unsuccessful writers made more micro-structural changes (meaningful 
changes on the local level) than any other kind of change. Unsuccessful writers made fewer 
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surface changes; most surprising is that they made less than half the number of formal changes 
than did their most successful peers. These results – specifically, the centrality of micro-
structural changes for both successful and unsuccessful writers – go somewhat against the 
conclusions drawn by both Faigley and Witte and Sommers. Further analysis revealed more 
surprising results in our research sample, particularly concerning the impact of formal changes 
on essay ratings. For instance, one of the most successful revisers, a student whose essay rating 
increased 4 points out of a total of 12 points from 2 raters, made only 11 changes to his text, all 
of them formal. It is worth noting that of the 11 formal changes, 7 were paragraph breaks — the 
original 1,112 word essay was a single paragraph. In this case, at least, surface formal changes 
made a big difference.  
 
In beginning to address the third, emerging question of our study, we considered as well an in-
depth snapshot of one writer whose revision process, to a large degree, met the definition of an 
experienced reviser, as defined by the existing literature, but whose revised essay suffered a 
significant decrease in rating from the anonymous readers in this project. More specifically, 
according to the Witte and Faigley scale, this writer made a high number of meaningful revisions 
– including the greatest number of macro-structural changes made by anyone in the study (6) – 
but decreased the rating of her essay by 2 points in the process. The student’s 
Composing/Revision exhibit and Reflective Introduction indicated that she understood the 
weaknesses of her original essay – which presumably were articulated by the teachers’ 
comments and perhaps by peer reviewers – but that her solution was partial; in fact, instead of 
reassessing the whole context of her essay, she wound up choosing one TTprogrammatic 
desideratum (evidence and support) over another (complex thesis) and was, in the end, unable to 
find a way to satisfy all requirements for a successful essay on the topic that she had chosen. 
 
Research Applications: 
 
Campus Wide: Programmatically within our home institution, the study allows us a certain 
latitude in cheer-leading. We can assure teachers and students that their due diligence in 
promoting and coaching the revision of essays for final ePortfolios has a quite reasonable 
potentiality for success. (And this is not a trivial result!) We can also offer this same statement to 
administrators, as evidence that the FYC Program is moving in the correct direction and as 
suggestive evidence that the adoption of ePortfolios as instrumental to writing instruction and 
improvement across campus would be beneficial. Because the University of Georgia has just 
funded a major Writing Task Force (itself a byproduct of a previous General Education Task 
Force), the results of this study of revision and ePortfolios will be useful in promoting the 
importance of writing both in and beyond the General Education curriculum. 
 
Program Level: At the same time, we can use the results of the study to reconsider revision 
practices in FYC classrooms on a more finely tuned basis. On the most pragmatic level, from the 
first part of the study we found that the greatest level of improvement for revised essays 
clustered within the middle range of original performances (6-9 points out of 12 possible total 
points). 
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The students who earned lower scores 
(fewer than 8 on the 2-12 scale) on 
Essay 1 were more likely to improve 
their Essay 2 scores, and those with 
high scores (8 or more points) on Essay 
1 were more likely than their less 
successful peers to receive lower scores 
on Essay 2. To some extent, this is 
merely the statistical regression effect 
and therefore not significant for our 
results. But we could consider, in a 
practical way, how to counsel students 
about apportioning their time when 
constructing their portfolios. On a more 

complex level, we can analyze groups of students who fall at each of level of the improvement 
spectrum that is pictured above to see if we can profile the revision practices of students along 
this spectrum. If so, we could perhaps also fine-tune advice to students about revision or at least 
give them additional information to assist their own reflections on their writing practices. 
 
Next Research Questions: 
 
Within the program, we think it profitable to simply repeat both phases of the study. More data is 
better. For the first, macroscopic phase of the revision study, the capacious <emma> database 
and general ease of accessing essays, portfolios, and other data make the study replicable at a 
relatively low cost. The wealth of information made available for the second phase of the study 
is irresistible, and we should mine the database for all it can yield. There is much more to be 
learned about student reflection and about the connection/disconnect between revision practice 
and reflection on revision. Of particular interest should be those students-in-process like the one 
described above. Finally, we have found a real tension between the results of our large-scale 
analysis and the subsequent study of particular writers and documents. To sort out the 
relationship between the writers’ intentions and products, as represented by different pieces in 
the ePortfolio, we will need to supplement the study of writing with the study of writers – in the 
case of our project, through longitudinal interviews.  Moving from the macroscopic level of the 
database and the microscopic level of the essay offers particular methodological challenges, 
suggesting the need to scrutinize carefully the relationship between <emma> documents as 
discourse and as data. 
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