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Students studying a computer simulation 
of global warming share ideas about factors 
influencing global temperatures. They vary 
the amount of greenhouse gases emitted by 
vehicles and factories or manipulate the 
quantity of green plants in the simulation. 
They observe that reducing industrial emis-
sions or adding trees to the environment 
makes global warming less of a threat.1

This scenario describes students 
collaborating to carry out an authen-
tic task, in this case reducing global 
warming. Under the influence of social 
constructivist learning theories, many 
educators have become interested in 
students’ active construction of mean-
ing grounded in their own experience.2 
To support the construction of mean-
ing, students need to interact with one 
another in accomplishing authentic 
activities in social contexts similar to 
those in which these activities will 
actually be used.3 Peer interaction can 
enhance the construction of mean-
ing and advance students’ intellectual 
growth.4

Innovative instructors have imple-
mented authentic activities in physical 
classrooms for decades, and advances 
in Web technology make the use of 
authentic activities in fully online or 
blended courses increasingly feasible. 
The Web enhances access to experts 
and real-time data and enables multiple 
forms of communication among collab-
orative teams of learners.5 Many higher 
education instructors (as well as K–12 
teachers) are becoming interested in 
using authentic activities in their online 
teaching. Before they can do this, how-
ever, educators must acquire confidence 
in the efficacy of the approach. They 
may even need to develop new men-
tal models of what it means to teach. 
They can start by formulating individual 
answers to fundamental questions, such 
as the nature of authentic activity.

What Is Authentic Activity? 
Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines 

authentic as genuine and real.6 Lebow 
described authentic activity as “experi-
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ences of personal relevance that permit 
learners to practice skills in environ-
ments similar to those in which the 
skills will be used.”7 Brown, Collins, and 
Duguid described authentic activities as 
the “ordinary practices of the culture.”8 
According to Newmann and Wehlage, 
authentic activities are real-world tasks 
that a person can expect to encounter 
on the job, in the home, or in other 
social contexts.9

An important implication of these 
definitions is that authentic activities 
have the potential to foster meaningful 
intellectual accomplishment and learn-
ing, since authentic learning activities 
are directly related to students’ real-life 
experiences.10 Students at every level 
commonly complain that they do not 
perceive the relevance of the academic 
learning tasks assigned.11 If the learn-
ing tasks are authentic, then students 
can make direct connections between 
the new material and their prior expe-
rience. They can also apply the new 
learning to their current practice and 
future activities.

Characteristics of  
Authentic Activity

In describing the characteristics of 
authentic activities, different schol-
ars have delineated them in different 
ways. Herrington, Oliver, and Reeves 
conducted a rigorous literature review 
related to these characteristics and iden-

tified 10 key characteristics of authentic 
activities.12 Authentic activities
 1. Have real-world relevance.
 2. Are ill-defined, requiring students to 

define the tasks and subtasks needed 
to complete the activity.

 3. Comprise complex tasks to be inves-
tigated by students over a sustained 
period of time.

 4. Provide the opportunity for students 
to examine the task from differ-
ent perspectives, using a variety of 
resources.

 5. Provide the opportunity to collabo-
rate.

 6. Provide the opportunity to reflect.
 7. Can be integrated and applied across 

different subject areas and lead 
beyond domain-specific outcomes.

 8. Are seamlessly integrated with 
assessment.

 9. Create polished products valuable 
in their own right rather than as 
preparation for something else.

10. Allow competing solutions and 
diverse outcomes.

Authentic activities that encompass 
these 10 characteristics facilitate group 
work. Within a learning environment 
built around authentic activities, stu-
dents have their own roles similar to 
those found in a real-world team at work, 
at play, or in other collaborative social 
contexts. The instructor acts as a coach 
and facilitator, supporting students as 
they accomplish authentic tasks.

Authentic Activity and  
Web Technology

Technology has been used to sup-
port both learning and teaching for a 
long time, albeit with limited success.13 
Despite a less than stellar history of 
effective usage in education, however, 
technology appears to have great poten-
tial to support student performance of 
authentic tasks and their resultant learn-
ing.14 Before the widespread diffusion of 
computers and Internet technologies, it 
was much more difficult—and in some 
situations even impossible—for instruc-
tors or instructional designers to use 
authentic activities in real-life settings 
because of the limitations of the subject 
matter, time and finances, and practical 
constraints and risks of physically mov-
ing students to fields of practice.15 With 
the development of Web technology, 
such limitations have eased.

A Web-based learning environment 
(WBLE), if used effectively, allows, 
enables, and promotes constructivist 
learning using authentic activities.16 
The Web offers access to an enormous 
amount and variety of information, 
including dynamic data and visualiza-
tions of complex phenomena. Instruc-
tors can provide students with access 
to information about research results, 
practical simulations of complex phe-
nomena, and other forms of real-world 
or simulated data. The information can 
be presented in almost any form, such 
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as text, graphics, audio, video, and any 
combination of these.

Of course, information is not suffi-
cient for learning. Students must be chal-
lenged with authentic tasks that drive 
the need to use, transform, apply, and 
reinterpret that information. Students 
can conduct exercises, play instructional 
games, and engage in high-fidelity simu-
lations or other forms of virtual reality 
experiences on the Web. By transform-
ing information into various forms 
such as audio and video and engaging 
in collaborative experiences, students 
can construct their own meaning and 
develop robust skills related to solving 
complex, ill-structured problems.

As noted, most authentic learn-
ing tasks encompass team work. For-
tunately, communication programs 
such as e-mail, bulletin boards, and 
the other interactive tools found in 
commercial or public-domain course 
management systems allow learners to 
discuss problems, debate issues, and 
exchange information regarding task 
completion and related activities. In 
asynchronous situations, especially, 
students have increased opportuni-
ties for reflection and exploration of 
issues before they respond to a com-
ment or query. Also, the instructor 
can provide individual or group guid-
ance, advice, coaching, and feedback 
through the various communication 
tools.17 Because of these advantages, 
more programs are starting to employ 
Web-based authentic activities, such 
as physical oceanography18 and global 
warming.19 In these projects, students 
participate in scientific investigations 
conducted jointly with other students 
and experts online. Herrington et al. 
used online authentic activities for a 
graduate certificate course in online 
teaching and learning, for example.20

Authentic Activity and 
Meaningful Interaction

Merriam and Caffarella argued that 
the success or failure of online learn-
ing depends on the level of interaction 
occurring within a learning environ-
ment.21 They also believe that use of 
authentic tasks can be a powerful factor 
in ensuring such interaction.

The use of authentic tasks is derived 
from social constructivist principles of 
locating learning in the context of real-
ity.22 Authentic tasks can foster learning 
transfer because collaboration among 
students not only helps them learn the 
concepts under discussion but also exem-
plifies how these concepts are used in 
real-world contexts.23 In the 21st cen-
tury, few knowledge workers labor in 
isolation; even though team members 
may be separated by thousands of miles, 
they accomplish their tasks collabora-
tively. To achieve a challenging authen-
tic task, students must interact—sharing 
their thoughts, relating their ideas to 
past experiences, collaborating with their 
peers, actively constructing their own 
meaning, and incorporating the diverse 
perspectives of others.24 Social construc-
tivists believe learning can be enhanced 
through these types of interaction.

According to the theoretical prin-
ciples of social constructivism, well-
designed and well-operated courses 
focused on authentic activities should 
meet the expectations of meaningful 
interaction that contribute to student 
growth and learning.25 Even though this 
sounds good in theory, instructors who 
want to use authentic tasks for their own 
courses may still ask themselves, “How 
can we design an authentic task in our 
subject area? How can we facilitate the 
process of task accomplishment? What 
kind of challenges will we face when 
using authentic activities? How are 
other instructors using authentic tasks?” 
Most instructors need some field-related 
information and a clear picture of how 
to design and use authentic tasks in 
real courses.

In an effort to provide such a pic-
ture, this article presents two Web-based 
learning case studies on using authentic 
tasks. The instructors who designed and 
managed these two courses offer sev-
eral suggestions for implementation of 
authentic tasks in online courses. The 
information presented here pulls from 
an analysis of the transcripts of the dis-
cussion board postings and chat room 
exchanges in the two courses and on 
in-depth interviews with the two Austra-
lian instructors and with seven students 
who participated in the courses.

Case Study 1: Instructional 
Design Course

The first course was a 13-week master’s 
level course offered online by the Uni-
versity of Wollongong (http://www.uow 
.edu.au) in Australia. Twelve adult part-
time students working as either teach-
ers or instructional designers enrolled. 
The course was delivered mostly online 
through the Janison learning manage-
ment system (http://www.janison.com 
.au/), accessed through the university 
Web site. This online course was totally 
asynchronous.

Task Design
This course gave students opportu-

nities to learn professional knowledge 
and skills related to instructional design, 
especially in the context of designing 
online learning environments. The 
structure of the course afforded students 
ample opportunities to share informa-
tion, present and critique each other’s 
work, discuss course-related issues, 
design their own products, and reflect 
on the instructional design process.

The course design centered on three 
main tasks. Task 1 required students to 
explore media interpretations of class-
room instruction in order to reflect on 
instructional design principles. Students 
chose a movie or television program 
that incorporated classroom scenes set 
in a school or university. They analyzed 
the assumptions the teacher in the film 
or episode made about how students 
learn and how the instruction illustrated 
those assumptions.

Task 2 required students to use instruc-
tional design concepts to create a prod-
uct that could be used for teaching or 
learning about instructional design. For 
this second task, four groups of three 
students each collaboratively designed 
and produced a Web site, a presenta-
tion, or a booklet. Each product intro-
duced and explained some history of at 
least three different instructional design 
models and provided an example of a 
lesson plan or learning environment 
that exemplified each model based on 
the team members’ own experiences 
and research.

In Task 3, students individually 
applied instructional design principles 
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by designing and producing a Web-
based learning environment on a topic 
relevant to their current teaching or 
interests.

Process of Task Accomplishment
This description focuses on the group 

completing Task 2 that provided suf-
ficient data for an “information-rich 
case.”26 Students mainly met in a 
dedicated discussion forum to accom-
plish task 2, and all 152 postings were 
associated with that task. We analyzed 
75 postings (12,039 words) from the 
selected group.

The students “met” online with their 
own groups, which the instructor cre-
ated based on the students’ interests. 
They selected one task among options 
based on their interests and abilities. 
Then, they started defining the task in 
a detailed manner. They discussed the 
task and how it could be accomplished. 
Based on their understanding of the 
task, they divided the responsibilities 
according to each person’s experiences 
and interests.

To collaborate effectively and clarify 
their individual responsibilities, they 
also made a timeline. As part-time stu-
dents with full-time jobs, they were 
careful to avoid interfering with their 
professional responsibilities.

The group we studied most closely 
began by sharing individual resources 
and individual research results. Some-
times they disagreed about how to put 
together the individual research results 
for the final product. When this hap-
pened, they tried to resolve the issue by 
clarifying the original task again. When 
a second disagreement arose, however, 
they consulted the instructor. After solv-
ing the discord with the instructor’s sup-
port, they built their final product and 
shared it with the other groups.

Learning Outcomes
All three students in the group 

admitted that although accomplishing 
authentic tasks through online collabo-
ration was difficult, it was valuable. One 
of the students reflected at length on the 
experience: She felt this type of learn-
ing suited her after she became more 
confident in the new learning environ-

ment. She expressed the belief that the 
learning that occurred in this authen-
tic learning environment permanently 
influenced the way she learns and how 
she feels about teaching and learning. 
She also suggested that while difficulties 
in applying authentic learning exist, 
students who apply themselves and 
overcome these difficulties would find 
authentic learning to be a rewarding 
experience.

The instructor had no doubt that 
the students achieved an enormous 
amount by accomplishing the tasks 
through online collaboration. In par-
ticular, three groups of the four deliv-
ered usable, impressively high-quality 
work. She concluded that the students, 
although challenged by the demands 
of the online course, had learned a lot. 
Unfortunately, differing expectations 
and discord among the members of one 
group prevented them from completing 
the collaborative tasks.

Case 2: Online  
Learning Course

The online learning course was also a 
master’s-level course offered online by 
University of Wollongong for 13 weeks 
from July to October, with 14 adult part-
time students who were also working as 
teachers, instructional designers, or Web 
developers. Interaction among students 
and instructor primarily took place 
through synchronous and asynchro-

nous communication. Synchronous 
Web-based communication mainly 
occurred in the chat room at regularly 
scheduled times. Asynchronous Web-
based communication was supported 
by discussion forums and e-mail systems 
that allowed participants to discuss vari-
ous topics throughout the course.

The synchronous interaction yielded 
2,515 postings with an average of 16 
words each. The asynchronous discus-
sion produced more in-depth inter-
action, such as sharing professional 
knowledge and discussing specific top-
ics, including online copyright issues 
and the role of a professional Web devel-
oper. The asynchronous interaction pro-
duced 178 postings with an average size 
of 118 words.

Task Design
In this course, students created a pro-

totype of a network-based learning envi-
ronment in response to a real syllabus 
statement and a client brief. The course 
structure centered on three subtasks 
needed to fulfill the requirement.

Task 1 required students to observe 
and report on a network-based learn-
ing environment in which each stu-
dent actively participated as a learner, 
a designer, a teacher, or a contributor. 
The report had to include recommenda-
tions for improving the system’s effec-
tiveness and for increasing opportuni-
ties to implement different learning 
activities.

Task 2a required students to develop 
a design statement outlining the con-
ceptual design of a three-week learn-
ing project in line with the syllabus 
statement and/or client brief. Task 2b 
required students to implement a pro-
totype of the three-week network-based 
learning project based on the design 
statement developed in Task 2a, while 
allowing for design revisions in the 
process. This environment was devel-
oped within Janison Toolbox or another 
learning management system of their 
choosing.

The first task allowed the students 
to explore an existing network-based 
learning environment, ask questions, 
think about it from a technical and 
pedagogical perspective, and synthesize 
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their reflections in a report. The sec-
ond task required the students to think 
about network-based learning in terms 
of what they had read and seen, and 
to represent their new knowledge in a 
design statement. The third task was the 
most authentic in that it required the 
students to put their design statement 
into practice by actually building and 
developing a network-based learning 
project. The design statement allowed 
them to describe design principles, and 
creating the prototype allowed them to 
apply those principles.

Process of Task Accomplishment
Students began their online interac-

tion with short greetings that included 
their work roles and their online learning 
experiences. Next they considered how 
best to connect the task of designing and 
developing a prototype to their work 
contexts. Even though they had the same 
general goal, each student selected his or 
her own client and context. To accom-
plish these individually assessable tasks, 
learners were encouraged to share their 
thoughts, individual resources, and task 
problem-solving processes.

During the course, synchronous 
online chats were scheduled weekly 
as question-and-answer sessions; the 
discussion board was used for more in-
depth discussion. Students frequently 
shared the status of their tasks. Because 
they worked individually, they wanted 
to know how their peers were progress-
ing to check whether they were falling 
behind. After completing their individ-
ual projects, they shared their reflections 
about accomplishing the task in particu-
lar and online learning in general.

Learning Outcomes
The four students who participated 

in the interviews said the tasks in this 
online course were more demanding 
than typical class activities such as lec-
tures, reading, and exams. They believed 
the authentic tasks also fostered feelings 
of learning and achievement. One stu-
dent said these types of tasks allowed 
him to reflect on what he was reading 
and to actually apply the principles to 
his online design. Another student said 
she experienced difficulty at the begin-

ning of the course because she had to 
adjust to both the online system and a 
new learning style, but in the end she 
felt proud that she had succeeded.

Students not only felt a sense of 
achievement, but they also created a real, 
applicable product—a network-based 
learning prototype. This tangible and 
usable product encouraged them to con-
clude that all the interaction processes 
that occurred in the course, although 
demanding, were meaningful.

The instructor said she was very 
impressed with the high quality of the 
students’ work, along with their moti-
vation and dedication. She thought the 
task-based approach was more effec-
tive in prompting students to think 
deeply about the complexities of net-
work-based learning than if she had 
simply presented content on a weekly 
basis. She concluded that the students 
came to “own” the products they cre-
ated and that through this ownership, 
they became much more engaged with 
the content than they would have in a 
teacher-centered course.

The Instructors’ 
Suggestions

The instructor of the instructional 
design course has designed and facili-
tated several courses based on authen-
tic tasks in WBLEs and has conducted 
considerable research in the area. For 
the instructor of the online learning 
course, this was only the second course 
in which she had used authentic tasks 
online, but she has also conducted some 
research on online interaction. When 
they were interviewed, both instruc-

tors highlighted the importance of the 
instructor’s philosophy of learning, con-
siderations in task design, the challenges 
of management in operating such a 
course, and several tips for facilitation.

Importance of the Instructor’s 
Philosophy on Learning

Both instructors emphasized that all 
task design and teaching strategies start 
with the instructor’s beliefs about learn-
ing. Therefore, instructors considering 
integration of authentic tasks in their 
teaching should reflect on their own 
philosophies of learning. If they believe 
their students can learn best by solving a 
real-life task, then they should instanti-
ate these ideas in their course design.

The two instructors believe that 
authentic tasks required their students to 
think about complex issues, not only in 
terms of the literature but also in terms 
of how the design would fit in their 
work context and what they believe is 
“good” pedagogy. In addition, the feed-
back and the reflections they received 
from the students indicated that the 
students found the course exception-
ally challenging, yet they had learned 
through rising to meet that challenge. 
The feedback confirmed the instructors’ 
belief in using authentic tasks for their 
courses.

Considerations in Task Design
At first, practitioners might doubt 

that they can design authentic tasks 
for their particular courses. As one of the 
instructors said, “The hardest thing is to 
design the task. How can you get a task 
to carry all that learning?” Despite the 
inherent difficulty in designing authen-
tic tasks, both instructors suggest four 
strategies they have learned from their 
own experiences.

First, they mentioned the importance 
of continuous reflection and revision. In 
developing a task statement, instructors 
or designers must constantly ask them-
selves, “When are students going to use 
this knowledge? What use will it be in 
any real-life situation? What will they 
learn from the process of accomplish-
ing these tasks?” Based on the answers 
to these questions, the task statements 
must be continuously revised.
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Interestingly, one of the instructors 
stated that the task does not always have 
to be a real case. She explained the term 
“cognitive realism,” in which students 
imagine they are in a realistic situation 
and think and act as if the case were 
real.27 According to both instructors, the 
important thing in designing authentic 
tasks is to think through how the tasks 
will allow students to learn everything 
required by the curriculum.

Second, instructors should look for 
resources to support the process through 
which students solve the tasks. If a spe-
cific resource is offline, the instructor 
needs to convert it into a digital version 
students can easily access online.

Resources need not come solely from 
the teacher; they can also come from 
students and cooperative experts in the 
subject area. Obtaining useful resources 
can increase students’ motivation as 
well as the authenticity of the tasks.

Third, designing complex and open-
ended tasks allows students to come up 
with their own ideas and make choices 
about their paths of action. They can 
not only assess how the task could be 
applied to their own work context but 
also how their prior work experiences 
could be applied to their understand-
ing of the issues. For this to work well, 
however, instructors need to model best 
practices or provide examples that help 
students understand what is expected. 
Previous students’ work or real experts’ 
work can provide important models.

Fourth, the instructors suggested 
designing incrementally more challeng-
ing authentic tasks. For example, the 
first task might ask students to explore a 
problem and provide background infor-
mation about the task. This also allows 
time for them to adjust to online learn-
ing and to the interface of the learn-
ing management system being used 
for the course. Each subsequent related 
task increases in complexity, so students 
experience “cognitive apprenticeship”28 
and “legitimate peripheral participa-
tion” of learners gradually being drawn 
into a circle of full expertise.29

The Management Challenge
Any course involves challenges in 

operating and managing it, but man-

aging a learning environment well is 
an indispensable skill for an instructor. 
In WBLEs using authentic tasks, the 
two instructors identified several chal-
lenges. In particular, they mentioned 
the difficulty of managing group work, 
the sensitivity and permanence of writ-
ten interaction, and the relatively large 
workload.

Consider that in the instructional 
design course, one student group broke 
up because of disagreements. Their reluc-
tance to communicate frankly made it 
difficult for them to work out roles and 
responsibilities for their task. Therefore, 
they never achieved deep reflection or 
substantial collaborative learning.

Although this was a negative experi-
ence for the students, the instructor also 
described it as a learning opportunity: 
the students had to learn how to col-
laborate at a distance and to negoti-
ate individual roles within the group. 
Therefore, she suggested that instruc-
tors help students learn from any nega-
tive experiences. She also mentioned 
that effective group work requires good 
support strategies. She recommended 
putting one person with experience in 
online group work and in the topic area 
with people lacking as much experi-
ence because she thought the experi-
enced one could provide leadership 
and help the online group work more 
smoothly.

Written interaction demanded more 
caution from the instructors than ver-
bal interaction. When they replied to 
a student online, it took quite a long 
time to compose the message. Moreover, 
because a written record existed of the 
online communication, it was impor-
tant that the message not be misinter-
preted. Instructors cannot see students’ 
facial expressions and thus have no cues 
as to how somebody is responding to 
feedback. Therefore, they must think 
very carefully about how the students 
would interpret their written words.

Workload is always an issue when 
teaching in an online learning envi-
ronment.30 Instructors can’t escape the 
constant e-mail messages from their 
online students. In many cases, they 
can easily spend half an hour or more 
writing a response to a single query. To 

more effectively manage time, the two 
instructors suggested making a sched-
ule for checking students’ e-mails and 
discussions.

Another factor increases the work-
load in a WBLE using authentic tasks: 
preparation. Instructors spend consider-
able time thinking about and designing 
appropriate tasks, as well as collecting 
relevant resources. According to the 
two instructors’ experiences, however, 
time spent in preparation saved time in 
implementing the course.

Facilitation Tips
Research shows that one of the worst 

aspects of online learning can be facili-
tators who do not know how to pro-
vide good facilitation.31 One of the two 
instructors said, “I think facilitation 
means just provide encouragement, sup-
port, and give them scope to think.” The 
two instructors offered several tips for 
better facilitation.

First, they tried to participate regularly 
in students’ interactions and to model 
appropriate online interaction. Even 
though most students are accustomed 
to Internet technology and online chat-
ting, many still feel uncomfortable using 
it as a learning tool. The instructor’s 
presence can reduce their anxiety by 
providing expertise in the online learn-
ing environment as needed.

Appropriate use of students’ con-
tributions and resources is helpful in 
motivating students as well as saving 
instructors’ time. Students usually have 
valuable experiences to share. Peer sup-
port can make the course more mean-
ingful and lead to more frequent inter-
action among students. The instructors 
suggested trying to connect one stu-
dent’s thoughts, interests, and beliefs 
to other students’ communications and 
asking permission to share students’ 
work with future cohorts. Peer examples 
are often both relevant and realistic for 
other students.

Regular updating of the Web site is also 
important for successful online learning. 
Instructors have to make the course Web 
site fully functional because everything 
occurs in the online space. The Web 
site becomes the central meeting point 
where students go to find out the latest 
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updates for the course and to access 
reading resources and discussion tools 
for online interaction. The instructor 
should regularly post announcements 
and new resources so that students see 
the Web site evolving as a learning envi-
ronment. This can increase students’ 
interaction as well as their interest in 
participating in online learning.

Table 1 summarizes the two instruc-
tors’ suggestions for practitioners who 
want to use authentic tasks for their own 
online classes. Find more information 
about authentic tasks in their environ-
ment at <http://www.authentictasks 
.uow.edu.au/>.

Conclusion
Many theorists have advocated the 

positive influences of authentic activi-
ties in meaningful learning, supported 
by growing evidence of successful appli-
cations of authentic activities in online 
learning situations. Nonetheless, some 
aspects of using authentic activities 
remain unclear, and practitioners lack 
specific guidelines for their use. Even 
if practitioners agree with the ben-
eficial effects of authentic activities on 
learning, they do not all know how to 
apply and manage such realistic activi-
ties effectively. They need examples of 
successes and failures and field-related 
information from real cases. Through 
reviewing such cases, practitioners can 
get a clearer picture of what is involved 
in applying authentic tasks to their cur-
riculum, including learning processes 
and implementation techniques.

The two cases highlighted in this article 
and the two instructors’ suggestions pro-
vide practical guidelines to practitioners, 
including instructors and instructional 
designers, who want to learn about and 
use authentic activities to improve the 
quality of interaction and learning in 
their online classrooms. However, more 
cases involving various subject areas are 
needed to build up an effective online 
pedagogy with authentic activities. 
In addition, the students in these two 
cases were adult professionals; the results 
might differ for college students from 
18 to 24 years old. We encourage others 
who have experience in using authentic 
activities to share their experiences with 

the growing community of instructors 
teaching online. e
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