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The Challenge

We were challenged to think about the incorporating authentic assessment principles into
the core first year project management module by our Head of Department. We would like to
share our approach to this challenge in our blog.

What is authentic assessment?

The completion of “real-world tasks” that are designed to demonstrate how the students can
apply the knowledge and skills they have learned (Mueller, 2018). Authentic assessments
require the students to actively use the theory they have been taught in a context that is
“actual, contemporary and practical” (Brown, 2015).

What are authentic assessments?

A wide range of assessment types can be classed as authentic, including presentations,
projects, posters, portfolios, case studies and group coursework (Fox et al., 2017). The most
authentic form of assessment is where “students set their own assessment,” perhaps
unsurprisingly exams are thought to be the least authentic (Dinning, 2018).

Herrington and Herrington (2008) have set out the nine characteristics of authentic learning:

¢ Authentic context — presenting students with realistic problems that retain the
complexity of the real-world.

¢ Authentic activities — requiring students to complete activities that are not well
designed, thus reflecting the complexities of the real-world.

o Expert performances — exposing students to expert practitioner behaviour to enable
them to model real-world practice.

e Multiple roles and perspectives — providing students with a multitude of perspectives
so that they can examine problems from a variety of points of view.

e Collaborative construction of knowledge — promoting collaboration between students
in group work by using appropriate tasks and communication technology.

e Reflection — providing students with an opportunity to reflect on their learning
through authentic and meaningful activities.

¢ Articulation — requiring students to present their work using an appropriate forum,
such as classes, conferences, and seminars.
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e Coaching and scaffolding — relate to the role of the tutor and other students in
supporting learning, for example by coaching at critical points along with the
scaffolding of support to assist students experiencing difficulties with the task.

e Authentic assessment — integrating the assessment into the activity, such as the
provision of assessment that has been integrated into the learning associated with
tasks.

These characteristics are important as they provide a useful guide for the design of authentic
learning that educators can draw on when preparing their curriculum. We recommend
drawing on the characteristics that most application to your module topic and assessment
type. We have focused on the integration of the authentic assessment characteristics into a
Level 4 Project Management module.

What are the advantages of authentic assessment?

Authentic assessment has the potential to motivate and inspire students to explore attributes
of their own learning and the real-world that could have been overlooked (Lombardi, 2008).
The HEA deem authentic assessment methods to be “intrinsically worthwhile” as they can
develop the “future employability” of students (Ball et al., 2012). We are aware that tutors are
increasingly being asked to consider employability when designing teaching activities on
modules and programmes. The use of authentic assessment creates outputs that can
provide students and higher education institutions (HEIs) with evidence for future employers
and policy makers (Fox et al., 2017).

Pitchford, Owen and Stevens (2020) present their vision of higher education as an
experiential journey for students, which facilitates effective learning about the discipline and
the real world. This means that the link between assessment and the real world is a crucial
factor in this approach, as it permits students to demonstrate their potential contribution.

Wider advantages include diversification of the validity, authenticity, and inclusivity of
assessments (Ball et al., 2012). These values link into strategic objectives at HEIs, such as
the University of Greenwich (2021), as they impact on the student experience.

What are the challenges of authentic assessment?

Student concerns about the nature of authentic assessments, include uncertainty about what
they need to do and how it will be marked (DeCastro-Ambrosetti and Cho, 2005). There may
also be concerns about language problems and group work, particularly amongst
international students (Bohemia and Davison, 2012). Keeling, Woodlee and Maher (2013)
shared their experiences of running an authentic assessment exercise with students on the
Master’s degree in Student Affairs at the University of South Carolina, pointing out that whilst
using an “iterative assessment cycle” helped, many students found that the process of
authentic assessment was “chaotic, messy, frustrating, and unpredictable.” However, this in
many ways reflects the real world, which is inherently messy at times. This aspect could help
prepare students for situations that they are likely to face either on work placements, or in
their future employment.

Academic staff have reported the requirements of institutional regulatory conformance,
constraints on time and size of student cohorts, as the main challenges associated with the
development of authentic assessment for students (Dinning, 2018). The link between
academics, time (workload) and authentic assessment has a long history. Burtner (2000)
raised an important issue around the implementation of authentic assessments, such as
written portfolios in engineering faculties, where there was resistance to the “extraordinary
time commitment” required to evaluate these portfolios.



Student engagement is a critical challenge facing all universities. Authentic assessment can
be used to “foster student engagement,” but this means that faculties need to recognise that
additional resources will be needed for implementation (Hart et al., 2011). Improved student
engagement is a key reason why we considered implementing authentic assessment, as it
was a challenge experienced by tutors on the Level 4 Project Management module.

What are the solutions to the challenges of authentic assessment?

Fox et al. (2017) have proposed an approach to support educators with the implementation
of authentic assessment, which is shown in figure 1. This approach incorporates an element
of curriculum design that involves active collaboration with students (if appropriate), which is
a way to test the authenticity of the task prior to implementation.
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Figure 1 “Keeping it Real” A brief guide to implementing authentic assessments (Fox et al., 2017)

Student consultation may well be challenging for tutors who teach a new group of students
each year, but it is worthy of consideration. Herrington and Herrington (2008) point out that
students are rarely given an opportunity to collaborate in their learning, even though is it
increasing possible both in the classroom and using online platforms. It is important to for
educators to consider how much education is being done to students, rather than being
done by them particularly at Level 4.

Evaluation is a valuable component of authentic assessment, which should ideally be carried
out by educators and students throughout module delivery (DeCastro-Ambrosetti and Cho,
2005). The feedback and experiences of the students can be used by educators to develop
future authentic assessments (Fox et al., 2017). This is something that many tutors will be
familiar with through the Evasys surveys commonly used by universities.

Is authentic assessment design a solution for tackling assessment misconduct?

Birks et al. (2020) found that investment in assessment design was thought by academics to
be crucial in the prevention of assessment misconduct, with “authentic and personalised”



assessments playing a critical role. There however an interesting counter argument to this
narrative. Ellis et al. (2020) state that there is an assumption that students cheat due to a
lack of motivation to do ‘inauthentic’ assignments. The underlying context is ‘contract
cheating,” where a student submits an assessment that has been completed by a third party
(Harper et al., 2019).

Research has shown that the reasons for cheating by students are multiple and complex
(Ellis et al., 2020). There is a lack of empirical evidence on why authentic assessment could
address the reasons for students engaging in ‘contract cheating,” but the belief is linked to
the idea that it could reduce the desire, or make it too complex to cheat (Ellis et al., 2020).

These are all important ideas for academics to consider when designing assessments.
Arguably any changes that discourage or make it less desirable for students to cheat are
beneficial. However, whilst the use best practice approaches to assessment design were
considered a crucial factor in the prevention of academic misconduct, it should be
acknowledged that students will cheat regardless of the assessment format (Birks et al.,
2020).

Next steps in authentic assessment

We propose to trial the approaches to authentic assessment obtained from the literature
(Brown, 2015; Fox et al., 2017; Dinning, 2018), with a Level 4 Project Management module
in the Greenwich Business School. This module has been impacted by challenges with
student engagement, academic misconduct, and lower Evasys scores.

We are mindful of the challenges posed by assessment misconduct, but we intend to make
our learning and assessment more authentic. We will take steps to use up-to-date case
studies in class, avoid a using ‘famous’ or well-known case studies in our assessments. We
will encourage students to develop their own ‘organic’ business ideas and to reflect on their
in-class activities. These are factors that we feel will add a higher level of authenticity to the
assessment and lead to improvements in the Evasys score over the next year.
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