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Students	 who	 attend	 the	 M.Ed.	 in	 TESOL	 of	 the	 Hellenic	 Open	 University	 are	 required	 to	
complete	a	number	of	written	assignments	in	the	course	of	their	studies.	In	most	cases	these	
assignments	are	based	on	action	research	which	must	be	conducted	 in	an	English	teaching	
context.	This	engagement	in	research	aims	at	transforming	the	postgraduate	students	from	
English	language	teaching	practitioners	into	researchers	thus	facilitating	the	consolidation	of	
the	 acquired	 knowledge	 and	 fostering	 a	 reflective	 and	 investigative	 attitude	 towards	 their	
teaching	practices	(Cohen	et	al.,	2007).	What	are	the	difficulties	that	a	student	needs	to	cope	
with	 in	 order	 to	 effectively	 complete	 such	 a	 research	 and	what	 are	 the	 benefits	 he	 or	 she	
enjoys	in	the	end?	What	impact	does	this	practice	have	on	the	learners?	These	questions	are	
answered	in	this	paper	which	presents	a	small	scale	action	research	conducted	in	the	Greek	
Senior	 High	 School	 ELT	 context	 and	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 module	 of	 Testing	 and	
Assessment	of	 the	M.Ed	 in	TESOL.	The	research	relates	 to	the	use	of	 the	portfolio,	which	 is	
recommended	 by	 many	 researchers	 for	 the	 assessment	 of	 language	 skills	 (Brown,	 1998;	
Genesee	and	Usphur,	1996;	O’	Malley	&	Valdez	Pierce,	1996).		
	

�	
	

Οι	φοιτητές	που	παρακολουθούν	τον	Μεταπτυχιακό	Πρόγραμμα	Σπουδών	«Η	διδακτική	της	
Αγγλικής	 ως	 ξένης/διεθνούς	 γλώσσας	 (TESOL)	 του	 Ελληνικού	 Ανοικτού	 Πανεπιστημίου	
υποχρεούνται	κατά	τη	διάρκεια	των	σπουδών	τους	να	παραδώσουν	μία	σειρά	από	γραπτές	
εργασίες	 οι	 περισσότερες	 από	 τις	 οποίες	 στηρίζονται	 σε	 μικρής	 κλίμακας	 έρευνα	 δράσης	
που	 διεξάγεται	 στο	 σχολικό	 περιβάλλον	 και	 στην	 αίθουσα	 διδασκαλίας	 της	 Αγγλικής.	 Η	
ενασχόληση	με	την	έρευνα	έχει	ως	στόχο	τον	μετασχηματισμό	των	μεταπτυχιακών	φοιτητών	
από	 απλούς	 καθηγητές	 της	 Αγγλικής	 γλώσσας	 σε	 ερευνητές	 διότι	 έτσι	 επιτυγχάνεται	
ευκολότερα	η	αφομοίωση	της	αποκτηθείσας	γνώσης	και	καλλιεργείται	μια	αναστοχαστική	
και	διερευνητική	στάση	ως	προς	τις	διδακτικές	πρακτικές	που	εφαρμόζει	κανείς	 (Cohen	et	
al.,	 2007).	 Ποιες	 είναι	 όμως	 οι	 δυσκολίες	 που	 συναντά	 ο	 φοιτητής	 στην	 αποτελεσματική	
ολοκλήρωση	 μιας	 τέτοιας	 έρευνας	 και	 ποια	 είναι	 τα	 οφέλη	 που	 απολαμβάνει	 στο	 τέλος;	
Ποια	 επίδραση	 έχει	 αυτή	η	πρακτική	στους	φοιτητές;	Αυτά	 τα	 ερωτήματα	απαντώνται	 σε	
αυτό	το	άρθρο,	στο	οποίο	παρουσιάζεται	επίσης	μια	μικρής	κλίμακας	έρευνα	δράσης	που	
πραγματοποιήθηκε	σε	τάξη	Αγγλικών	Ελληνικού	Δημόσιου	Γενικού	Λυκείου	και	στο	πλαίσιο	
της	 ενότητας	 «Αξιολόγηση	 στη	 διδασκαλία	 της	 Αγγλικής	 Γλώσσας».	 Η	 έρευνα	 αφορά	 στη	
χρήση	 του	portfolio	 το	 οποίο	συστήνεται	από	πολλούς	 ερευνητές	 για	 την	αξιολόγηση	 των	
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γλωσσικών	δεξιοτήτων	(Brown,	1998;	Genesee	and	Usphur,	1996;	O’	Malley	&	Valdez	Pierce,	
1996).		
	
Key	words:	Action	research,	distance-learning	assignments,	alternative	assessment,	teacher-
researcher	
	
	
	
	
1.		Introduction	
	
The	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	add	to	what	research	has	shown	so	far	regarding	the	impact	that	
action	 research	 has	 on	 teaching	 practitioners	 when	 they	 act	 as	 novice	 researchers	 in	 the	
framework	of	distance-	learning	assignments.	It	actually	describes	a	case	study	which	refers	
to	 a	 small	 scale	 action	 research	 conducted	 in	 a	 Senior	 High	 School	 context	 and	 which	 is	
related	to	the	use	of	the	portfolio	as	an	alternative	form	of	assessment	of	learners’	writing	
skills.	More	specifically,	the	research	was	intended	to	investigate	whether	and	how	this	type	
of	 assessment	 can	 influence	 the	 learners’	writing	 performance.	 The	 research	was	 done	 in	
the	 framework	of	 the	module	of	Testing	and	Assessment	 in	Language	Learning	of	M.Ed.	 in	
TESOL	 of	 Hellenic	 Open	 University	 and	 was	 a	 prerequisite	 for	 the	 completion	 of	 an	
assignment.	The	engagement	 in	this	research	process	triggered	a	reflective	attitude	on	the	
part	of	the	researcher	which	is	also	described	in	this	paper.	
	
2.		Action	research	in	the	framework	of	distance	learning	assignments	
	
2.1.		Action	research	-a	brief	review	
	
Action	 research	 has	 been	 recognized	 worldwide	 as	 an	 effective	 practice	 for	 teaching	
practitioners	 as	 it	 helps	 them	 theorize	 and	 explain	 what	 they	 are	 doing	 in	 the	 classroom	
(McNiff	&	Whitehead,	2010).	 It	 is	 claimed	 that	when	 conducting	action	 research,	 teaching	
practitioners	 not	 only	 bring	 together	 theory	 and	 practice	 as	 maintained	 by	 Reason	 and	
Bradbury	(2001)	but	they	also	create	knowledge	and	generate	theory	(McNiff	&	Whitehead,	
2010).	 In	 fact,	 they	act	as	 researchers	while	 trying	 to	answer	questions	connected	 to	 their	
job	 or,	 in	 other	words,	 they	 try	 to	 attain	 the	 basic	 goals	 of	 any	 research	 that	 is	 to	make	
claims	 to	new	knowledge,	 test	 the	validity	of	 these	claims	and	generate	 theory	 (ibid).	This	
cannot	be	done	unless	they	apply	a	certain	methodology	which	needs	to	be	appropriate	for	
each	case.		
	
There	have	been	proposed	various	ways	to	put	an	action	research	 into	effect.	Cohen	et	al.	
(2007)	offer	a	review	of	several	procedures	for	action	research	like	that	suggested	by	Lewin	
(1946;	1948	in	Cohen	et	al.	2007,	p.	304),	by	Kemmis	and	McTaggart	(1981,	ibid:305),	or	by	
Atricher	 and	 Gstettner	 (1993,	 ibid:305)	 to	 name	 but	 a	 few.	 Despite	 their	 differences,	 all	
suggested	 procedures	 share	 some	 common	 characteristics	which	 could	 be	 summarized	 in	
four	basic	stages:	identifying	the	problem,	planning	the	intervention,	implementing	the	plan	
(action)	and	collecting	data,	and	finally	evaluating	the	success	of	the	intervention.	No	matter	
what	 the	 suggested	 procedure	 is	 like,	 action	 research	 is	 characterized	 by	 the	 reflective	
stance	 of	 the	 teachers	 involved	 and	 their	 alertness	 in	 observing	 and	 monitoring	 the	
implementation	 of	 the	 plan.	 Another	 essential	 characteristic	 is	 that	 of	 the	 collaborative	
nature	of	this	type	of	research	although	it	is	important	that	action	taken	by	each	individual	
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member	of	the	research	group	be	critically	examined	in	order	that	the	research	goals	can	be	
achieved	(Kemmis	and	McTaggart	1988,	ibid:	298).	
		
2.2.		Distance	learning	assignments		
	
For	 most	 distance	 learning	 programmes,	 written	 assignments	 is	 a	 common	 practice.	
Similarly,	 students	 attending	 the	 course	 of	Masters	 of	 Education	 in	 TESOL	 of	 the	 Hellenic	
Open	University	 are	 required	 to	 complete	 four	written	 assignments	 for	 each	module	 thus	
making	 it	 sixteen	 assignments	 during	 their	 studies.	 In	 most	 cases	 these	 assignments	 are	
based	 on	 action	 research	 which	 must	 be	 conducted	 in	 an	 English	 teaching	 context.	 This	
engagement	 in	 research	 aims	 at	 transforming	 the	 postgraduate	 students	 from	 English	
language	 teaching	 practitioners	 into	 researchers	 thus	 facilitating	 the	 consolidation	 of	 the	
acquired	 knowledge	 and	 fostering	 a	 reflective	 and	 investigative	 attitude	 towards	 their	
teaching	practices	as	suggested	by	Cohen	et	al.	(2007).		
	
The	 importance	 of	 these	 assignments	 lies	 not	 only	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 teaching	 material	 is	
consolidated	through	this	applied	form	of	tasks	but	also	in	the	obligatory	character	of	them	
since	students	are	not	authorized	to	sit	for	the	exam	at	the	end	of	the	academic	year	unless	
they	have	handed	in	at	least	three	out	of	four	assignments,	provided	though,	they	collected	
20	points	 out	of	 forty	 in	 them.	Besides,	 the	mark	 that	 these	 assignments	 take	weighs	 the	
30%	of	the	final	grade	given	one	passes	the	exam.	All	these	factors	are	conducive	enough	for	
students	to	try	their	best	with	them.		
	
All	 assignments	 are	 comprehensive	 and	 well-	 structured	 thus	 giving	 students	 enough	
guidance	as	to	what	they	are	expected	to	do.	The	assignment	which	is	taken	as	a	case	study	
in	this	paper	was	about	alternative	methods	of	assessment.	More	specifically,	students	were	
asked	to	experiment	with	one	method	of	alternative	assessment	in	their	classes	that	is	use	it	
for	a	period	of	time	and	then	report	their	experience.	Besides,	there	were	given	instructions	
which,	 to	a	great	extent,	described	the	steps	students	should	take	 in	order	to	conduct	the	
research	and	complete	their	assignment,	which	was	not	but	the	report	of	their	research.	In	
particular,	students	were	asked	to	reflect	on	their	teaching	situation	and	the	language	area	
they	would	like	to	measure	and	provide	a	rationale	for	their	choice.	Finally,	they	were	asked	
to	discuss	 the	procedure	 they	would	 follow	 in	order	 to	 implement	 the	chosen	assessment	
method	explaining	that	they	should	be	observant	and	explicit	in	their	report	about	the	steps	
they	would	take,	that	is	“when”,	“how”	and	“what”	they	would	do	as	well	as	the	mechanics	
involved.	All	 these	guidelines	gradually	 introduce	students	 into	actually	conducting	a	small	
scale	 action	 research	 and	 into	 starting	 functioning	 and	 seeing	 themselves	 as	 researchers	
besides	practitioners.		
	
2.3.		Constraints	prior	to	the	completion	of	the	assignment	
	
Assignments	of	this	kind	are	initially	perceived	as	a	source	of	embarrassment	and	insecurity	
by	 the	 students.	One	 reason	 for	 these	 feelings	 is	 lack	 of	 experience	 in	 functioning	 as	 two	
persons,	 one	 planning	 and	 doing	 the	 actual	 teaching	 and	 one	 observing,	 explaining	 and	
reporting.	 This	 double	 role	 appears	 to	 be	 difficult	 to	 cope	with	 as	 teaching	 time	 is	 rather	
pressing	 and	 short.	 Another	 reason	why	 these	 assignments	 are	 considered	difficult	 is	 that	
there	 are	 cases	 where	 teachers	 need	 to	 have	 their	 school	 director’s	 permission	 or	 their	
learners’	 parents’	 concession	 to	 implement	 an	 alternative	 method	 of	 assessment	 for	
example,	which	cannot	always	be	taken	for	granted.		
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Apart	 from	 these	 rather	 practical	 constraints	 there	 is	 always	 the	 possibility	 of	 lack	 of	
awareness	on	the	part	of	the	students	of	what	they	are	actually	about	to	engage	with.	No	
previous	 appreciation	 of	 action	 research	 benefits,	 resistance	 and	 doubts	 about	 research	
findings	in	general	may	have	a	detrimental	effect	on	the	successful	application	of	the	action	
project.	Besides,	not	being	clear	about	why	one	should	do	action	research	and	the	possible	
contributions	they	can	make	as	well	as	not	knowing	how	to	validate	their	knowledge	claims	
make	the	whole	endeavor	quite	uncertain.		
	
3.	 The	 use	 of	 e-portfolio	 in	 assessing	 level	 C1	 English	 language	 learners’	
writing	skills:	a	case	study		
	
3.1.	Identifying	the	problem		
	
Setting	 out	 on	 this	 action	project,	 a	 number	of	 issues	 had	 to	be	 considered.	One	was	 the	
amount	of	time	that	could	be	spent	on	the	 intervention	and	one,	much	more	serious	than	
that	 of	 time,	 was	 the	 identification	 of	 a	 problem	 that	 needed	 to	 be	 treated	 with	 the	
intervention.		
	
Not	 long	 before,	 the	 process	 writing	 approach	 had	 been	 introduced	 in	 B	 class	 which	
consisted	of	twenty	17-year-olds	of	C1	level	at	the	English	language	according	to	the	C.E.F.R	
(Council	 of	 Europe,	 2001).	 Based	 on	 Pennington’s	 (1996)	 claim	 that	word-processor	 is	 the	
ideal	 tool	 for	process-oriented	 instruction,	 learners	had	started	using	google	docs	 for	 their	
writing	assignments	as	 they	 facilitate	multiple	drafting,	 collaborative	writing,	 self	and	peer	
reviewing,	editing	using	checklists	and	finally	self-evaluation	and	instant	feedback	from	the	
teacher.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 learners	 had	 got	 accustomed	 to	 using	 technology	 for	 their	
writing	assignments.	But	how	could	their	performance	in	process	writing	be	assessed?	With	
traditional	tests	one	can	assess	the	product	but	not	the	process.	It	was	clear	therefore	that	
there	was	a	need	for	an	effective	method	of	assessment	of	learners’	performance	in	process	
writing	other	than	mere	testing.	
	
3.2.	Planning	the	intervention		
	
Once	the	problem	was	 identified,	an	appropriate	method	of	alternative	assessment	had	to	
be	chosen,	implemented	and	evaluated.	Given	that	the	Curriculum	for	TEFL	in	Eniaio	Lykeio	
of	 19991	 recommends	 alternative	 methods	 of	 assessment	 as	 supplements	 to	 the	 official	
testing,	it	was	decided	that	learners’	writing	would	be	assessed	by	means	of	an	e-portfolio.	
To	 that	 end,	 a	 wiki	 was	 designed	 to	 serve	 as	 an	 e-portfolio	 where	 learners	 could	 upload	
content	related	to	writing.	 It	seemed	to	be	a	good	 idea	because	 it	would	give	 learners	the	
possibility	 to	organize	 their	work	 in	 a	purposeful	 and	 systematic	way	as	 recommended	by	
Arter	and	Spandel	 (1992).	What	 is	more,	wikis	are	claimed	to	 facilitate	the	process	writing	
approach	(Lamb,	2004)	and	as	a	result,	it	could	be	the	solution	to	the	problem	of	assessing	
writing	process,	let	alone	that	they	help	asynchronous	communication	(De	Pedro	et	al,	2006)	
which	meant	that	the	problem	of	the	limited	time	at	school	could	also	be	solved.	
	
Following	Tsagari’s	(2004)	recommendation,	at	this	stage,	learners	were	informed	about	the	
purpose	 of	 the	 e-portfolio	 integration	 in	 the	 assessment	 of	 the	 skill	 of	 writing	 as	 well	 as	
about	 its	 short-	and	 long-term	benefits.	They	were	also	given	the	opportunity	 to	see	what	
their	 e-portfolio	 would	 look	 like	 and	 experiment	 with	 the	 wiki	 functions.	 Finally,	 they	

																																																													
1	ΦΕΚ	1868/τ.	Β΄/11-10-99,	http://www.pi-schools.gr/lessons/english/pdf/eniaio_lykeio.pdf	
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discussed	 the	content	 sections	of	 the	portfolio,	 the	 time	and	 frequency	of	entries	and	 the	
portfolio	assessment	criteria,	as	recommended	by	Kemp	&	Toperoff	(1998)	and	Delett,	et	al	
(2001).	
	
3.3.	Implementation	of	the	portfolio	
	
The	actual	implementation	of	the	portfolio	lasted	two	months.	During	that	period,	all	writing	
lessons	took	place	in	the	computer	lab	where	learners	could	type	their	writings	that	is	plans,	
drafts,	 reviewed	 and	 edited	 texts	 and	 upload	 them	 all	 on	 the	 wiki.	 Also,	 they	 were	
encouraged	 to	 upload	 an	 additional	 entry	 they	 would	 choose	 among	 the	 written	
assignments	 they	had	done	 from	 the	beginning	of	 the	 school	 year	 till	 then	 as	 an	optional	
entry.	Every	after	a	writing	lesson,	learners	filled	out	a	self-evaluation	form	for	their	writing	
using	a	Google	form	and	they	then	uploaded	the	link	on	the	wiki.	
	
3.4.	Evaluation	of	the	intervention	
	
At	the	end	of	the	 intervention,	the	 learners	presented	their	e-portfolios	and	they	assessed	
their	 portfolios	 according	 to	 the	pre-set	 criteria	 by	 filling	 out	 a	 new	 self-	 evaluation	 form.	
Finally,	 they	participated	 in	 a	 conference	agreed	upon	at	 the	outset	of	 the	action	project,	
during	which	they	answered	five	open-ended	questions	which	aimed	at	the	evaluation	of	the	
action	 taken.	 More	 specifically,	 learners	 were	 asked	 (a)	 how	 they	 felt	 about	 using	 the	
portfolio	as	an	assessment	method	for	their	performance	at	school,	(b)	whether	they	would	
like	the	portfolio	to	be	a	supplementary	to	tests	method	of	assessment	for	all	language	skills	
giving	 or	 not	 giving	 explanations,	 (c)	 whether	 they	 felt	 that	 this	 portfolio	 helped	 them	
improve	 their	 writing	 skills	 in	 English	 and	 how,	 (d)	 whether	 they	 had	 any	 and	 which	
difficulties	in	using	it,	and	finally	(e)	how	they	felt	about	assessing	their	own	performance.		
	
4.	Reflections	on	the	experience	of	an	action	research.		
	
Conducting	an	action	research	always	has	some	difficulties,	let	alone	for	a	novice	researcher	
and	 for	 a	 teacher-researcher	 in	 particular.	 Especially,	 when	 introducing	 a	 new	 method,	
things	 become	 even	more	 complex.	 In	 the	 case	 described	 here,	 apart	 from	 teaching	 and	
practicing	process	writing,	the	teacher-researcher	had	to	support	 learners	 in	using	the	wiki	
effectively,	which	was	not	always	that	simple	for	all	of	them,	and	ensure	that	that	they	had	
complied	with	the	criteria	as	far	as	the	building	of	their	portfolio	was	concerned.	Time	ran	so	
fast	that	there	were	hardly	any	chances	of	keeping	a	diary	where	observations	made	during	
the	 lesson	could	be	noted	down.	Nor	was	 there	anyone	to	share	her	 concerns	and	doubts	
about	 the	 way	 she	 was	 doing	 her	 work	 while	 on	 task.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 all	 conclusions	
concerning	the	success	of	the	action	project	were	drawn	on	the	basis	of	the	data	collected	
form	the	self-evaluation	questionnaires	and	the	answers	given	at	the	conference.		
	
On	reflection,	in	the	case	study	described	in	this	paper,	it	was	not	only	the	given	guidelines	
in	 the	 assignment	 paper	 but	 also	 the	 guidance	 provided	 by	 the	 tutor	 that	 facilitated	 the	
teacher-researcher	during	the	action	project.	It	was	but	the	tutor’s	constant	availability	and	
practical	 advice	 that	 encouraged	 the	 teacher-researcher	 to	 accomplish	 what	 she	 had	
started.	 However	 it	 would	 be	 safer	 and	 less	 stressful	 if	 there	 was	 a	 colleague	 or	 any	
volunteer	observing	and	helping	with	 the	 collection	of	data	or	discussing	her	 assumptions	
with.	 What	 is	 more,	 it	 would	 be	 beneficial,	 if	 there	 were	 a	 platform	 where	 all	 students	
involved	 in	similar	action	 researches	could	discuss	 their	methodology	or	 their	 findings	 in	a	
systematic	 way.	 Taking	 into	 account	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 course	 in	 the	 framework	 of	 which	
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action	 research	 is	 conducted	 is	 a	 distance-	 learning	 one,	 there	 could	 be	 arranged	 for	
students	 to	 participate	 in	 an	 e-conference	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 during	 which	 they	 would	
discuss	their	reflections,	their	assumptions,	their	methods,	their	problems.	
	
Yet,	it	was	fortunate	that	in	this	case	all	external	factors	were	favorable.	In	other	words,	the	
teacher-researcher’s	 working	 position	 (head-teacher	 of	 the	 school),	 the	 availability	 of	 the	
computer	 lab,	 the	 internet	 access,	 the	 learners’	 familiarization	 with	 the	 technology,	 the	
established	teacher-learner	relationship,	all	these	worked	in	favor	of	the	attempt.	However,	
the	 time	 that	was	dedicated	 to	 the	 implementation	of	 the	action	project	was	 rather	 short	
and	this	 led	to	the	decision	to	continue	this	research	by	extending	the	use	of	the	portfolio	
for	all	four	skills.	
	
5.	Conclusion		
	
The	obligation	to	complete	a	written	assignment	which	is	based	on	an	action	project	creates	
the	right	context	for	a	post-graduate	student	who	also	happens	to	be	a	teaching	practitioner	
to	 make	 the	 first	 steps	 in	 action	 research.	 Research,	 though,	 to	 be	 effective,	 must	 be	
structured	 and	 systematic	 and	 its	 results	 need	 to	 be	 well-evidenced	 (Babkie	 &	 Provost,	
2004).	 Given	 the	 lack	 of	 experience,	 it	 is	 not	 always	 simple	 for	 the	 practitioner	 to	 cope	
effectively	with	the	double	role,	that	of	the	teacher	and	the	researcher.	Babkie	and	Provost	
(ibid)	 emphasize	 that	 teaching	 comes	 first	 and	 that	 data	 collection	 should	 never	 interfere	
with	this.	 If	 the	teacher’s	behavior	changes	for	the	sake	of	the	research	then	the	collected	
data	cannot	be	valid	(ibid).		
	
Theoretically	all	teachers	can	do	research	in	their	classrooms	provided	they	are	guided	and	
advised	appropriately	as	to	when,	where	and	how	they	will	collect	information	and	how	they	
will	 use	 it.	 The	 research	 experience	 described	 in	 this	 case	 leads	 the	 teacher-researcher,	
author	of	 this	article,	 to	admit	having	changed	 the	way	she	now	approaches	 teaching	and	
research.	 She	 has	 come	 to	 agree	 with	 the	 claim	 that	 “being	 a	 teacher-researcher	 is	 an	
efficient	way	for	teachers	to	effect	change	in	their	classrooms,	increase	student	success,	and	
collect	 data	 to	 prove	 it”	 (ibid:268).	 As	 a	 result,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 if	 a	 framework	 of	
cooperation	between	universities	and	schools	were	built	within	which	school	practitioners,	
guided	 by	 university	 professors,	 would	 be	 transformed	 into	 teachers-researchers,	 major	
advances	would	be	made	in	teaching	pedagogy	both	in	theory	and	practice.		
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