Technology affordances to support authentic learning in online environments.

Emphasis is on the task or activity the student is engaged in, and how authentic or connected to the real world that task is.

Vs.
Traditional forms of assessment remove learning from the context in which it occurs.

Authentic Assessment - Uses a learning outcomes approach - In terms of assessment this suggests that educators use authentic activities that relate directly to learning outcomes, which is dissimilar to the approach used in traditional assessment where objective content is tested by end of course exams.
Comparing Characteristics of Authentic and Traditional Activities
	No. 
	Characteristic of authentic activity


	Traditional activities



	1
	Have real-world relevance – activities match real-world tasks of professionals in practice
	Are decontextualized 

	2
	Are ill-defined, requiring students to define the tasks and subtasks needed to complete the activity.
	Well defined problems with procedures to follow for completion

	3
	Comprise complex tasks to be investigated by students over a sustained period of time
	Take place in one or two sessions

	4
	Provide the opportunity for students to examine the task from different perspectives, using a variety of resources
	Provide one perspective that the learners must imitate to be successful. Limited number of preselected resources

	5
	Provide the opportunity to collaborate
	Are completed by the individual learner

	6
	Provide the opportunity to reflect and involve students’ beliefs and values
	Reflection is limited to the instructor’s perspective

	7
	Can be integrated and applied across different subject areas and lead beyond domain-specific outcomes
	Are domain and subject specific

	8
	Are seamlessly integrated with assessment
	Are not integrated with assessment, but are removed from the nature of the task

	9
	Create polished products valuable in their own right, activity culminates in the creation of a whole product 
	Exercises or sub steps In preparation for something else

	10
	Allow competing solutions and diversity of outcome 
	Have a single correct response obtained by the application of rules and procedures


(Reeves et al, 2002)

Types of authentic activities:

· problem based learning (PBL)
· simulations and role play

· digital portfolios
· integrative - activity as curriculum 
PBL: a student-centered approach organized around real world problem scenarios, not around subjects or disciplines.

Recommendations for the educator planning on using problem-based learning activities:

· the problem selection should be tied to the learning outcomes for the course

· the educator should create problems that reflect how the knowledge and skills can be used outside the learning environment in the real world. 

· the problem should not be too ill-structured so that students digress from the intended learning outcomes. 

· the educator should use continuous assessment (peer feedback, reflective journals, self-assessment) as a strategy to keep students motivated throughout the problem solving process. 

The technology affordances of the online learning environment that support the integration of problem-based activities include: 
· information and communication technologies for group interaction and collaboration as learners work to define the tasks and subtasks involved in the problem, and propose a solution; 

· the wide range of resources available online as learners gather information and bring knowledge to the problem; 

· use of realistic metaphors and authentic contexts to set the problem within,

· multiple forms of content to present the problem scenario; 

· shared virtual spaces for dialogue among the group as they formulate a solution; and (f) visual spaces for works in progress enabling the learners to reflect on and learn from the various solutions proposed by other learners.

Simulations and Role-Play: Both simulations and role-play activities require learners to take on specific roles, make choices, negotiate and interact with each other and resources in a way that is similar to how they would react in the real world.

affordances of technology that support the integration of simulations into online courses include: 

· non-linear use of realistic metaphors and authentic contexts, preserving the real-life setting for activities;

· multiple forms of content for presenting the simulated world; 

· hyperlinking; and 

· shared virtual spaces for dialogue between participants as they reflecting on the activity. 

Role Play: In a role-play activity the learners are allowed freedom of expression as they take on roles, conduct research, develop and act out scenarios
affordances of technology that support the integration of role-play activities into online courses include: 
· information and communication technologies for collaboration and interaction among learners as they act out their roles; 

· the wide range of resources that are available online to support learners’ research of their roles; 

· use of realistic metaphors and authentic contexts, preserving the real-life setting for the role-play activities; 

· multiple forms of content to present the environment; and 

· shared virtual spaces for dialogue among the participants.

Digital portfolios

Barrett (2001) describes the digital portfolio as a computer readable “container that holds examples of student work (the artifacts) and reflections on that work that transforms the artifacts into evidence of achievement”

artifacts be considered for the portfolio:  

· projects or achievements 

· learning notes from texts and conferences, 

· notes on the learning process, 

· peer assessment of work, 

· questions on areas needing attention, and 

· (f) a reflective journal.

Technology affordances of the online learning environment that support the integration of digital portfolios include: 

· information and communication technologies for self-reflection, 

· production media for the creation of the portfolio, 

· multiple forms of content for presentation, 

· hyperlinking, 

· shared virtual spaces for dialogue among peers, and 

· visual spaces for works in progress, allowing the learners to reflect on their portfolios while they are in production

Integrative – activity as curriculum: an approach to learning where activity informs the curriculum

In the integrative approach the activity is the curriculum, in the sense that all of the course resources and student tasks within the learning environment are driven by the activity.

The technology affordances of the online learning environment that support the integrative approach include: 
· information and communication technologies for collaboration, interaction and communication among the learners; 

· the wide range of resources that are available online to support the learners’ activities;

· non-linear use of realistic metaphors and authentic contexts, preserving the real-life setting activities take place in; 

· multiple forms of presentation content for the learners to interact with and use; 

· production media allowing for a diversity of outcomes, enabling the learners to produce projects; 

· shared virtual spaces for dialogue among learners; and 

· a visual space for works in progress, enabling the learners to reflect on their projects and activities while they are in production.
Assessment

Assess against learning outcomes (LOs are used to determine the authentic activities)

Peer and self-assessment: Both peer and self-assessment support assessment of authentic activities undertaken by learners in the technology mediated online environment, including: 

· student interaction and assessment of solutions in problem-based learning, 

· reflection on simulation and role-play outcomes, 

· reflection and feedback on digital portfolio production and presentation, and 

· reflection and feedback on activities within the integrative curriculum.

Rubrics

· provide a list of criteria to judge work against and list the levels of quality or proficiency attained within each criterion. 

· make public the criteria and levels of achievement that can be attained by learners engaged in authentic activities.
· can also be used to provide criteria and levels of quality for learners engaged in peer and self-assessment.

· used to assess: 

· digital portfolios, 

· problem based learning solutions, 

· activity and outcomes of simulations and role-plays, and 

· activities in integrative type environments. 

Connecting assessment to activities is just one part of the authentic assessment process. Integrating authentic assessment into online courses is not a prescribed process, but can be accomplished through the following five considerations. 

(1) determine the learning outcomes for the course. 

(2) regard assessment as part of the learning process by developing activities and assessment simultaneously while aligning both to learning outcomes. 

(3) consider the characteristics of authentic activities provided by Reeves et al. (2002) when developing activities for learners. 

(4) use the affordances of technology when designing activities and assessment. 

(5) assess against learning outcomes using peer assessment, self-assessment and rubrics.

Framework for integration
A framework for integration involving the following five considerations:


a. adoption of a learning outcomes approach

b. making assessment part of the learning process by developing activities and assessment in convert and aligning both to the learning outcomes

c. designing authentic activities using the characteristics described by Reeves et al. (2002)

d. recognizing and using the affordances of technology when designing assessment and activities
e. assessing authentic activities against learning outcomes.
List of Affordances of Technology Mediated Online Environments
· information and communication technologies 

· wide range of resources that are available online

· non-linear use of realistic metaphors and authentic contexts, preserving the real-life setting for activities 

· production media allowing for a diversity of outcomes (i.e. students can publish a web page) 

· flexible in time a space

· multiple forms of presentation content (text, streaming video, video and audio conferences and virtual worlds) 

· hyperlinking 

· shared virtual spaces for dialogue

· provides visual spaces for works in progress
Examples of Authentic Assessment in Online Courses 

Problem based learning

An online learning program for doctors uses a problem-based approach. The approach involves posing questions for a case study and using a discussion board to post learner responses. Interaction between learners and the facilitator is a feature of the approach, and it works well as an alternative or adjunct to face-to-face tutorials. 

Learners respond to a series of questions about a specific case and post their responses to an online forum, where they can also view and comment on the responses of their peers. 

Following this stage a ‘content expert’ in the field (for example, paediatrician) has a week to comment on all of the responses. The expert is working from assessment criteria which have also been provided to the learners, so that they know on what basis assessment decisions are made. (Booth et al., 2003, p. 35)

Simulation

An undergraduate course in soil science (agriculture degree) successfully uses an online simulation to assess learners’ ability to consider and evaluate all the factors they need to consider when replicating the complexity of a real-life situation. The visual and graphical interface allow a three-dimensional depiction of the soil study site and enables them to depict the site and explore without actually being on site. 

The tutor sets up a range of possible scenarios from which learners select factors and combine these to assess predicting skills. (Booth et al., 2003, p. 35)

Role-play

A course in Middle Eastern politics is the focus of a simulation activity conducted online with groups of learners over a six-week period. In a joint learning activity, learners from an Australian university and an American university participate in a simulation/role-playing activity. The context is the volatile and ever-changing political environment of the Middle East, involving current major stakeholders, globally and locally. 

Once learners are assigned a role, they have to research their role, gather evidence and start to ‘play’ by posting material, debating issues and arguing a perspective. None of this could be achieved without the research involved in the task. All roles have to be represented in the debate and everyone has to contribute. (Booth et al., 2003, p. 33)

Digital portfolio

Mason et al. (2004) describe a graduate online course, Learning in the Connected Economy representing one third of a Masters Degree in Online and Distance Education, which used a digital portfolio as the primary assessment method. 

The course consists of one hundred learning objects in four modules, including individual and collaborative activities. Students select and complete two learning objects per module for a total of eight to include in their portfolio. 

A learning object consists of three elements: (a) an overview of the topic, including core issues, problems or ideas; (b) links to further resources, chosen by the course designers; and (c) activities for the learners to engage (either individually or in teams) involving one or all of the following; written work, presentations, online research, online discussions and small group interaction.

The learners were not offered advice on which learning outcomes to work through and submit in the portfolio, however the marking criteria used for the portfolio were provided in the course details. Students were asked to reflect on their choice of learning objects commenting on how their chosen activities supported the key premise of the course. 

Integrative 

Online Teaching and Learning (IMM4141) is a course in the Graduate Certificate of Online Learning offered by Edith Cowan University in Australia….

The tasks students complete as they study the course, form the basis of the entire unit of study. Students are asked to complete one complex task which is evaluated at three points. They assume the role of a university academic and become involved in the evaluation and creation of a prototype unit, which should exemplify the findings of recent theory and research. In the first part, students evaluate an online course which on first glance looks appealing and effective, but on a deeper level…is more like an electronic book….In the second part of the task, the students work collaboratively with other members of the ‘consortium’ (other students studying the course) to produce a model of effective online design, and finally they design a unit of study which exemplifies their model. The tasks are presented to students in the form of memos, not unlike they would receive as academics in their professional lives…. 

Students have access to a discussion board which provides a crucial function in supporting their learning and providing them with a place to express their growing understanding of the issues…

In completing the realistic tasks assigned, students have a range of resources upon which to draw. There is no content provided by the author of the course. Instead student [sic] use the tasks to guide their research, and to justify the type of resource they need in order to complete the activities. (Oliver & Herrington, 2003, pp. 17-18)
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