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Before I get into the academic nitty-gritty of this paper, let me tell you a story. 

During the spring of 2010, I was teaching a second-semester freshman composition class at 
a medium-sized Midwestern public university with roughly 15,000 undergraduates enrolled on 
its main campus; it was pricey school with a strong academic reputation and an overwhelmingly 
white, upper-middle-class student body. It was a good school, and I liked my students there a 
great deal. The purpose of this story is not to fault this institution itself, nor any of the excellent 
teachers and administrators working in its English department—none of whom I’ll name here. 
Again, I am unironically speaking of a great school with a great English department and a great 
first-year composition program. Can’t stress that enough. 

I have less praise for another key player in this story, which I will name: an e-portfolio 
system known as Chalk & Wire. In the CW website’s own words, their product’s 

 
suite of tools and services gives educators the power to build systems and processes that 
house authentic learner work samples and assessment-related data sets. Faculty and 
administrators can gather relevant data and generate meaningful reports with regard to 
teaching and learning while also facilitating academic and professional growth. 
(“Overview”) 

 
Those terms are so vague that I can neither dispute nor confirm their veracity, but I will say that 
my own experience with CW failed to match the glib and gosh-this-sure-is-relevant-and-
meaningful tone expressed here. A big concession first: at its core, much of CW is a good idea: a 
system allowing, as it applies to writing classes, for the assembly of online, password-protected 
portfolios that can integrate numerous media—print, as well as audio, images, video, etc. Given 
the digital and multimodal ambitions of many composition classes today, such a system has a lot 
to offer. I’d like to stress that I have nothing against e-portfolios themselves. In fact, I like them. 
They’re convenient, they save paper, and as Kathleen Yancey puts it, they provide a “post-
Aristotelian,” “gallery-like” venue capable of “span[ning] temporal, spatial, and intellectual 
contexts, and beyond the single course, as students develop portfolios that span courses, that 
chart development over longer time, [can] from semester to semester provide a continuing place 
for students to compose” (751, her emphasis).  

Yet, I didn’t care for CW. Many of my reasons were practical: its non-HTML format required 
huge bandwidth, which lead sometimes to clunky handling. It was buggy and poorly-tested. It 
crashed once when I was trying to assemble my final grades. Plus, it was never posed as the sort 
of evolutionary space for the benefit of the students that Yancey suggests—though I suppose it 
could be under other circumstances. Other people I’ve talked to reported similar woes, while 
others yet reported smoother sailing. I have little doubt that CW will improve upon future 
revisions. My narrative takes place two years ago, anyway, so it’s probably a much better system 
already. But this is all beside the point. 

My real complaint is not about practicality, but ethics. Here’s the situation: CW performed a 
dual function that semester. The first-year TAs, myself included, were test-piloting a new 
curriculum which involved a comprehensive portfolio—composed, of course, via CW—as the 
final project. When portfolios were completed, they were submitted to the instructor (and only 
                                                           
1 This paper was first presented at CCCC on Mar. 23, 2012, in St. Louis, MO. 



 

Wetherbee, “Assessing Digital Assessment,” 2 

the instructor) for grading and commenting. Bugginess aside, I see nothing wrong with this end 
of things. After grading, instructors submitted these portfolios into a large electronic database 
used for curriculum review, conducted after the semester finished. At the time, I didn’t see a 
problem with this, either, and I don’t recall anyone else voicing objections. 

Anyone, that is, except for one of my students. I’ll call him James here. James was a 
respectful, extremely intelligent student, fairly quiet in class, and also one of only two racial 
minorities in my group of 23. He tended to write politically charged essays, very smart but 
bordering on the overzealous, and distrusted many forms of authority. He approached me 
privately after class one day near the end of the term and asked that his materials not be 
submitted for curriculum review, offering no explanation except that he was uncomfortable with 
the idea. 

I didn’t ask him to elaborate because the fairness of his request dawned on me with a sort of 
terribly clarity, not all at once in that moment, but over the course of the day as I thought things 
over. We—and I presume numerous other writing programs across the country that use CW and 
similar software for curriculum review have been doing the same—were assuming it okay to 
aggregate the work of students like James, with names and other signifiers attached, in a digital 
archive they themselves could not access without informing them how long their work would 
remain archived, to whom it would be visible, and in what capacity it might be reproduced. 
What an assumption! I myself didn’t even know this information. I only knew my job was to 
click “submit” once I’d finished grading. James successfully opted out of the process after I sent 
a few emails on his behalf, but no one else did. No one else was even asked if they’d like to opt 
out, or have their names and signifiers removed, because CW offers no way to omit names and 
signifiers, and the institution needed the corpus of student work for its curriculum review. 

I doubt this practice is unique to my prior institution, and I have no reason to doubt the 
good intentions of those conducting curriculum review. I am bothered, though, by own 
complicity in a system that, to function, had to rest upon at least one three assumptions: 1) that 
the university owns the student work as much as the student her/himself; 2) that any “safe 
space” created in and by the small-group dynamic of the writing classroom is subject to 
anonymous university oversight; and/or 3) that digital records need not meet the same ethical 
requirements of confidentiality and respect for student authorship as those in print. These are 
all weighty assumptions; let me address each one individually. 
 
1. The institution owns student work 
By aggregating and distributing student work without permission, the institution strongly 
implies its own authority over this work—and there is something persistently current-traditional 
about such an assumption. I do, though, want to avoid the straw-man argument that the field 
has rehearsed time and again by abstractly erecting “current-traditionalism” as the shadowy 
visage of backward pedagogy, the villain against which all good theory and pedagogy must 
theory set itself. So I’ll be specific: What I mean is that, as Sharon Crowley puts it, current-
traditionalism “usurps students’ authority over their discourse” (150). Crowley continues, 
 

Strictly speaking, if she is to establish an authoritative voice, a writer must be able to 
choose the rhetorical situations she will address. Further, she must be free to select a 
voice, a stance, her material, and her arguments. She must also be permitted to give free 
play to the composing process as her writing develops over time. She should not be 
constrained by generic considerations other than those placed on her by cultural 
convention. (150) 

 
Crowley contends that “the current-traditional theory of invention denies all of these choices to 
student writers” (150, my emphasis), to which I want to add that rhetorical canon of delivery 
also matters centrally. That is, if current-traditionalism deserves blame for pigeonholing 
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students’ available means of inventing arguments within an arbitrary set of institutional 
parameters, it also usurps authority by creating discourse that is only meaningful for delivery 
within those same institutional confines. Jumping a hoop outside the circus doesn’t count for 
much. Outside current-traditional parameters, students might write for, or at least imagine 
themselves writing for, venues like editorial pages, essay collections, blogs, and so on. Especially 
as digital technology accelerates the speed and reach of the word, we need to figure questions of 
distribution into the canon of delivery, and ask students to at least consider, in undertaking 
rhetorical agency, where and how they would like their words to spread, and for whom to read. 

Many would answer cynically and maybe correctly that their plans for distribution don’t 
exceed the classroom, and that their audience is the teacher. Among those willing to entertain 
the question in more depth, however—those students interested in thinking through how their 
blogs might reach a certain online demographic, or the rhetorical considerations they should 
take in writing a letter to the editor of the local paper, and so on—I doubt many entertain the 
digital distribution of their work among anonymous reviewers an attractive option, or one they 
intend. Of course, I’m not saying that these reviewers lack the rhetorical savvy to analyze and 
evaluate students’ work vis-à-vis their intended paths of distribution; likely they do if they’re 
rhetoric-and-composition faculty. But I am saying that CW actually materially distributes 
students’ work without their authority or consent. Only under a current-traditional paradigm 
that subordinates student authority to institutional authority is such practice acceptable. 
 
2. Classroom “safe space” is subject to oversight 
Granting students rhetorical authority of distribution also means recognizing that students often 
intend for writing to have no distribution beyond the immediate classroom. I do advocate the 
teaching of public rhetoric in first-year writing courses, and the production of texts fit for public 
circulation along with it, but I also find much to value in the consideration of composition 
courses as a “safe space” where students can experiment, reflect, and receive feedback without 
the same consequences they might face in other settings, “real world” or academic. As Lillian 
Bridwell-Bowles puts it, “On the one hand, [my students] know that they will write for other 
teachers, other professors, who are not receptive to … challenges to convention. On the other, 
they often wonder about the value of conventional writing to reflect their own realities” (361). 
The trying-out of different rhetorical maneuvers and voices under the guidance of teachers and 
peers in the classroom setting can contribute crucially to a student’s evolution as a writer. Yet, it 
stands to reason that much of this experimental writing is not designed to be read beyond the 
classroom audience. 

It stands to reason because many students’ writing instructors are the only teachers who 
know their individual names and take an interest in how students’ personal lives bear on their 
work in college. Teachers need to maintain a professional distance, certainly, but not one as 
distant as the anonymous reviewers on the other end of the CW apparatus. In my own anecdote, 
I don’t think any students, with the possible exception of James, felt betrayed by the CW 
curriculum assessment procedure, but I have had students write fairly personal reflective essays 
in my class that were intended for a very small and select audience. I do, then, see a potential 
problem, again, in the aggregation of student work without consent, and a potential threat to the 
valuable “safe space” classrooms can supply for experimentation and reflection. 
 
3. Digital records require laxer ethical consideration than those in print 
This third assumption troubles me most, and helps, I think, to explain how easily one can 
overlook the other two. The wild proliferation of multimodal data and remix cultures that 
constitute digital space contribute legitimately to a postmodern erosion of traditional 
authorship, the modernist subject, autonomous literary genius, and any number of other 
ostensibly stuffy, outmoded notions of a bygone era—and this may be, in large part, a good 
thing. But the decline of traditional authorship online also makes it that much easier for the 
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individuals and apparatuses in power to usurp the authority of the less powerful. There is an 
obvious Foucauldian critique here to be made in some detail, but for time’s sake I’ll put just put 
it more plainly: We simply aren’t as careful with the data we ship off into cyberspace as we are 
with that which we print out. Venues like Facebook and Twitter quickly publicize the personal, 
and offer little in the way of a governor to check whether that outburst about your mom or your 
boyfriend or your favorite political conspiracy should actually be made as public as your making 
it by punching “enter” or clicking “send.” In a frighteningly real way, sites like Facebook 
aggregate our utterances and make our discourse theirs. 

I think this culture of digital unrestraint rubs off on e-portfolios. It’s so easy to click 
“submit,” and poof—out of sight, out of mind. It’s so easy not to think about where, out in the 
cybernetic ether, those documents of yours with your name and student ID number attached 
actually end up, and who reads them, and how they are duplicated and distributed. My friend 
Bronwyn Williams puts the problem this way: “It’s not caused by digital media, of course, it’s 
just that digital technologies have made the transfer and storage of such material so easy—and 
so seemingly invisible.” One could, of course, aggregate print portfolios under the same ethically 
questionable circumstances I’ve been describing, but there’s something about the materiality of 
handing things in, of watching the stack of papers disappear out the door tucked under the 
instructor’s arm—I doubt students would be as cavalier, as uncritical. The same goes for 
teachers like me: we’re more aware of the material distribution and replication of our students’ 
work when it’s in print. What I’m saying is that there is nothing inherently regressive, current-
traditional, or bad about e-portfolios, but that e-portfolios can certainly enable regression to 
current-traditional practice and the ethically dubious distribution of student work without their 
knowledge or consent. 
 
To conclude this cautionary tale, I have two modest proposals, both of which, I think, actually 
are modest. The first is for software designers and administrators. Now, given the convenience 
and array of possibilities e-portfolios afford, I’m not saying we should scrap them. I also 
recognize the need and importance of conducting frequent and thorough curriculum review of a 
course as valuable and widespread as first-year composition—and I do see e-portfolios as a 
valuable tool in that endeavor. Yet, we need to balance the convenience of e-portfolios with the 
ethical considerations I outline here. Ergo, I propose that there should be language built into the 
software that informs students who will be reading their work, why, and in what manner it will 
be reproduced and archived. There should also be easy and risk-free opportunities to either opt 
out or submit work anonymously. I take issue with any counterclaims that the software itself is 
neutral, so, again, I think there should be an onus on the software itself to inform students as to 
how their work will be used, and them ask them to then make informed decisions. 

My second proposal is pedagogical: If we plan to engage with digital spaces, including e-
portfolios, we should, in teaching rhetoric, key our students into the canon of delivery as it 
relates to digital distribution, and discuss the matter in detail. Maybe I, myself, if I’d had that 
conversation with my class, would have thought a little more critically in the first place about the 
bold demands CW was making of my students. 
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