Authentic Tasks and Rubrics:
Going Beyond
Traditional Assessments
in College Teaching

he intent of this article is to
encourage the use of authentic
tasks and assessment rubrics to
round out the assessment of student
learning in many college courses. The
method of doing so is to provide a solid
rationale for using authentic tasks and
rubrics as well as offer several rubrics
that could be used in a variety of courses.

Background

Traditional assessment practices in col-
lege courses consist primarily of pencil-
and-paper activities. In a typical under-
graduate course, students write two or
three short papers or one large library-
based research paper and take a mid-term
and final examination. They expect to
“sit” for one or more hourly exams often
consisting of short answer questions
(multiple-choice, true-false, fill-in-the-
blanks, matching) and/or short essays.
Some instructors give homework assign-
ments; others require research projects
instead of library research. Students in
laboratory courses usually submit lab
reports. For each of these products, the
instructor uses some kind of personally
predetermined weighting to assign a
grade. The criteria for grades may or may
not be shared with students.

Traditionally, many college instructors
write comments on tests, papers, and
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projects. These comments may range
from terse to elaborate, from incompre-
hensible to clear. They may be directed
toward the quality of the student’s
performance (Good point! Excellent con-
clusion!) or may be about the material
itself. They may include proofreader’s
marks scattered throughout a paper by the
instructor attempting to identify writing
errors. Interpretation of such written
comments is frequently left up to each
student. The student must decide whether
the comments are informative, instruc-
tive, critical, praiseworthy, or a mixture of
these. More significant, the instructor’s
comments on papers and tests are
done after rather than before the writing,
so they cannot serve as guidelines,
compromising the value of writing com-
ments at all.

The goal of undergraduate programs
all over the United States is that students
become lifelong learners, a goal reached
by enhancing the problem-solving and
critical thinking abilities of students. For
example, referring to its general educa-
tion program, the University of New
Hampshire's 2000 Undergraduate Cata-
log states that the

program is designed to emphasize the
acquisition and improvement of those fun-
damental skills essential to advanced col-
lege work, especially the abilities to think
critically. to read with discernment, to write
effectively, and to understand quantitative
data. General education . . . aims to go
beyond the mastery of job-related skills and
educate students so that they learn how to

learn. The program . . . stresses intellectual
adaptability and the development of those
problem-solving abilities, cognitive skills,
and learning techniques vital to lifelong
learning. (3)

At the same time, the development of
the skills mentioned above is not easily
assessed by traditional methods of assess-
ment such as the use of standard, objec-
tive forms of testing.

Moving Toward Authentic
Assessment

There has been a renewed interest in
examining traditional assessment prac-
tices, as evidenced by an increase in pro-
fessional literature on the subject (Bea-
man 1998, Riley 1994). Numerous
articles are devoted to such topics as the
relationships among the areas of curricu-
lum, instruction, and assessment; the
understanding and examination of rela-
tionships between traditional assessment
practices and their worth in measuring
learning; the effects of grading on teach-
ing and learning (Edwards and Edwards
1999; Busching 1998; Eison, Janzow, and
Pollio 1993); reporting performance in a
course with a single letter grade; and the
purposes for placing grades on students’
papers and projects (Miller 1999; Ekstrom
and Villegas 1994; Goulden and Griffin
1995). Birenbaum and Douchy (1996)
offer the following concerning the direc-
tions that should be taken in the area of
achievement assessment in the college
curriculum:
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A shift has taken place from what some call
a “culture of testing” to a “culture of
assessment.” A strong emphasis is put on
integrating assessment and instruction, on
assessing process rather than just products
and on evaluating individual progress rela-
tive to each student’s starting point. (47)

The question common to many authors
examining assessment reform is when
traditional assessments should be used,
not if they should be used. Many instruc-
tors of college courses would probably
say that traditional, standardized assess-
ment would be most helpful when the
need arose to measure the attainment of
content knowledge. Such tests are easy to
administer and to correct, not a small out-
come considering the size of some col-
lege classes. At the same time, authentic
tasks and rubrics help to measure the
application of products and process to the
real world where problem-solving and
critical thinking abilities are often used.

Cognitive learning theorv and its con-
structivist approach to knowledge acquisi-
tion support the need to use assessment
methods that move away from passive
responses by students to active construc-
tion of meaning. Students now are being
asked to demonstrate, in a meaningful
way, what they know and are able to do.
Rather than measuring discrete, isolated
skills, authentic assessment emphasizes
the application and use of knowledge.
Authentic assessment includes the holistic
performance of meaningful, complex tasks
in challenging environments that involve
contextualized problems. Authentic tasks
are often multidimensional and require
higher levels of cognitive thinking such as
problem solving and critical thinking.

Authentic assessment can involve the
examination of the process as well as the
product of learning. Progress in both
process and product can be measured by
assessing parallel performances over
time. In assessing the process and product
of a student’s writing, for example,
expository essays should be compared to
expository essays and not research
papers. Position papers should be com-
pared to position papers and not reviews
of articles. Obviously. progress in writing
dialogue does not necessarily mean
progress in creating poetry. To evaluate a
student’s progress successfully, then, the
instructor needs to collect similar prod-
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ucts and grade them after applying the
same criteria. In art, for example, a series
of small sculptures could be compared
using one set of criteria while two-dimen-
sional drawings would need another set.
Both process and product assessment
methods can be accurately and fairly
assessed through the use of specific eval-
uation criteria. The criteria must be
known in advance by students so that they
can apply them as they work through the
process to arrive at the desired product.
Students as well as the instructor can
make formative assessments and continue
or modify the work in progress.
According to Wiggins (1989), authen-
tic assessment should involve real-life
tasks, performances, or challenges that
mirror those faced by experts in the par-

ticular field. The students should be asked
to demonstrate their control over the
essential knowledge being taught by actu-
ally using the information in a way that
reveals their level of understanding. The
criteria for judgment should be under-
stood by the students from the start so
that they can self-assess their work by
applying the criteria. This latter part is
where rubrics are useful. A rubric is a
scaling process developed for and in con-
junction with assessments that contains
proficiency levels with clearly specified
criteria. The criteria, known in advance
by the students, provide descriptions of
each level of performance in terms of
what students are able to do. Process,
progress, and product may all be evaluat-
ed by means of rubrics.

L. Letter is written in a professional manner and is error-free.

Yes Somewhat
Feedback:

No

2. The reading program described contains at least 3 correct examples of how the pro-
gram would ensure the continuing development of students' interests and attitudes,

Yes Somewhat
Feedback:

No

3. The program's relationship to the theory of multiple intelligence is appropriate and

clear.
Yes Somewhat
Feedback:

No

4. Your viewpoints of cultural diversity are reflective of multicultural research and the
relationship of your viewpoints to the proposed program is clearly established.

Yes Somewhat
Feedback:

No

5. At least 5 examples of research information are present to support and emphasize

your philosophical stance.
Yes Somewhat
Feedback:

No

FIGURE 1. Evaluation Rubric for Letter to Curriculum Director
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Constraints of Authentic
Assessments

[nstructors who use authentic tasks and
rubrics recognize that designing and im-
plementing such methods is time consum-
ing. These concerns are well founded and
are also well documented in the literature.
For example, reported constraints to au-
thentic assessments include the following:

* Strategies are often costly in terms of
time, especially in general education
classes where class size can be in the hun-
dreds (Meadows, Dyal, and Wright 1998
Bracey 1993)

+ Students often lack experience and
skill in responding to open-ended, inter-
pretive, applied, and higher-order essay
questions (Liftig. Liftig, and Eaker 1992)

* The linguistic demands of many
authentic assessment approaches may
result in some equity issues (Spinelli
1998 and Rudner 1993)

» The increased validity of authentic
assessment is often associated with a
decrease in reliability (Riley and Stern
1998; Rudner 1993 and Bowers 1989)

Although these concerns are real, they
are certainly not insurmountable. For
example, even larger classes can appear

smaller by using some of the teaching
techniques of smaller classes (Johnson
1995). The use of authentic tasks and
rubrics that clearly state evaluation crite-
ria for students can effectively break larg-
er, lecture-oriented classes into smaller
learning units of students. Rubrics can be
used in peer review tasks as well as
becoming a self-assessment tool.

Authentic assessment is not meant to
replace traditional testing, but rather to
add to the multifaceted approach of con-
temporary assessment. Given that the
purpose of a college education program is
to give students a liberal foundation by
which good decisions can be made, the
effort to work out the problems of any
kind of assessment is a critical task in
realizing this purpose.

Using Rubrics

Instructors who create authentic tasks
often ask questions such as the following
when they consider how to evaluate stu-
dent work:

* What makes a quality process or
product?

« Are the expectations for exceptional
work clear to me? Are they clear to the
students?

Sobresaliente ( 16-20 points)

Notable (11-15 points)

hampered by interference from English.
Bien (6-10 points)

of interference from English.

Menciéon Honorifica (1-5 points)

is evident.

FIGURE 2. Rubric for Espafiol |

There is evidence of connected, organized discourse with some evidence of fluency of
expression. The information presented about Madrid is accurate and plausible. The topic
is thoroughly and logically developed with ideas clearly stated. An attempt at more com-
plex structures and vocabulary may be evident, with some errors. There are almost no
errors in agreement, word usage, or language mechanics.

The letter is limited in topic development, somewhat choppy, and loosely organized. The
information presented about Madrid is mostly accurate. Sequencing is logical but may
be incomplete with some errors in word choice or usage. The meaning is clear, but there
may be errors in agreement or syntax. Occasional errors in spelling. Communication is

The letter demonstrates a notable lack of fluency with inadequate development of the
topic. Ideas are confused, with a lack of logical sequencing, limited vocabulary, and fre-
quent errors in spelling, agreement, and mechanics of language. The information about
Madrid is largely invented and limited. Meaning may not be clear, and there is evidence

The letter is not substantive, or there may not be enough to evaluate. There is no evi-
dence of organization of thought and almost no information on Madrid is present. Errors
dominate, and the letter does not communicate meaning. Lack of control of the language
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* How do I know what the students
have learned as a result of completing a
complex task?

Rubrics can provide the structure to
answer these questions in a clear manner.
A carefully designed rubric helps both
the instructor and the students to define
precise criteria for a successful process
and/or product prior to and during the
completion of a task. It also offers stu-
dents specitic feedback for future success
on a similar task. In the absence of clear,
specific criteria explained in advance by
the instructor, assessment remains an iso-
lated and incidental activity and the suc-
cess of the learner is mostly incidental.

Specific evaluation criteria also have a
positive impact on instruction. Establish-
ing the criteria before the instruction
focuses the instructor on the critical com-
ponents of the curriculum and increases
the likelihood that such components will
be emphasized. Thus, there is an integra-
tion and alignment of curriculum content,
instruction, and assessment that allows
instructors and students to engage in
meaningful learning.

Authentic assessment must be tied
closely to authentic tasks. An example of
an authentic assessment for education
students in a reading course could be to
prepare individual letters about the read-
ing programs they wish to use:

As a first year classroom teacher, write a
letter that you might send to the director of
curriculum in your school district. The let-
ter should explain why you have decided to
design a reading program in your class-
room that ensures continuing development
of students’ attitudes and interests. Include
your viewpoint of multiple intelligences
and cultural diversity as they relate. Use
research information to support and empha-
size your philosophical stance. (Jones, et al.
1994)

The use of a rubric with specific crite-
ria and proficiency levels is highly desir-
able for evaluating such a multidimen-
sional task. The comprehensiveness of
the letter would demonstrate each stu-
dent’s depth of understanding of what
makes an effective reading program.

Figure | represents a rubric that would
effectively measure the level of success
for the education students who were
asked to write a letter to the director of
curriculum.
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Giving the rubric to the students in
advance of the task increases the chance
that a quality product will be produced.
The rubric needs to be as clear and spe-
cific as possible when a multidimension-
al task is assigned as the challenge of the
task should be in its completion, not in
figuring out the task itself.

Any discipline that assesses students
via a written assignment can benefit from
using rubrics. For example. a foreign lan-
guage instructor who wants to measure a
beginning student’s performance with
written Spanish may ask students to write
a letter from the point of view of a
Madrid native to a friend in Malaga,
Spain. The letter should describe what
weekends in Madrid are like for the letter
writer. Figure 2 shows a rubric for this

task (modified from Scott and Rodgers
1993).

The letter-writing task is an authentic
one and asks for knowledge of the life-
style in Madrid as well as a working flu-
ency with the target language, Spanish.
The rubric is clear and specific, giving the
students excellent guidelines for both
process and product. The rubric fairly and
accurately assesses student letter writing
in Spanish.

Performance tasks such as presenta-
tions of any kind can also benefit from
assessment using rubrics. Despite the fact
that group presentations are commonly
assigned throughout college classes, the
criteria for a successful group presenta-
tion are rarely established in advance or
fully communicated to students. The

Criteria 3

Much research-
based information
clearly related to
thesis; examples all
support thesis: good
transitions; work
well organized.

Content and
Organization

Audiovisual
Media

Unique: adds to or
develops thesis; use
of media is varied
and appropriate:
enhances the pres-
entation

Each member is
equally involved in
the presentation and
is well informed
about the topic.

Contributions
of Individuals

Speaking Skills  Poised. clear articu-
lation, suitable vol-
ume; good posture,
enthusiasm, and

confidence noted.

Involved the audi-
ence in the presen-
tation and held their
attention through-
out; conveyed
enthusiasm to the
audience

Audience

Sufficient informa-
tion that relates to
thesis; lacks detail
and depth in places;
some transitions are
abrupt and leaves
questions about
how some ideas are
related.

Material supports the
topic but does not

enhance the presen-

tation; not particular-
ly well connected to
the thesis.

Most members are
actively involved and
informed about the
topic.

Clear articulation;
volume needs adjust-
ment; enthusiasm
not evident.

Presented thesis and
evidence in an
engaging manner
and held audience's
attention most of the
time.

FIGURE 3. Rubric for Group Oral Presentation

There is a great
deal of information
that is not clearly
connected to the
thesis; no apparent
transitions; organi-
zation has little log-
ical order.

Little or no audiovi-
sual media used or
not used effectively:
what is used detracts
from the thesis

One or two members
dominate; some
members seem ill-
prepared or not
informed.

Some mumbling or
inarticulate talk; the
point of the presen-
tation is not entirely
clear.

Some related facts,
but went off the
topic or presented
facts with no enthu-
siasm and lost the
audience's attention
practically from the
beginning.
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quality of presentation is often, then,
determined by the luck of the draw in the
background knowledge of individual
group members. As such, group presenta-
tions are difficult to assess and are often
of mediocre quality. Figure 3 shows a
rubric for a group presentation that can
easily be modified to suit a particular task
or topic across disciplines.

The learning gained from a group pres-
entation, by the group members and the
audience, can be considerable if the pres-
entation is an accomplished one. The use
of rubrics with specific evaluation criteria
increases the chance of a successful pres-
entation, making classroom presentations
a good use of class time.

Any discipline can benefit from using
well-defined rubrics. Figure 4 represents
a rubric that specifies evaluation criteria
for both process and product in the sci-
ences (Jensen 1995).

The same rubric used over time would
measure student progress toward under-
standing phase change, energy transfor-
mation and the key components in a
phase change system.

Figure 5 shows how the process of
problem solving in mathematics can be
assessed. The following authentic task
involves problem-solving reasoning and
conceptualization of mathematics that
could be assessed via the rubric:

You are a greenskeeper at a golf course. In
order to know how much fertilizer to apply
to the greens, you need an estimate of their
areas. How would you estimate the area of

a golf green? Keep practical considerations

in mind, Your procedure should be feasible

under actual conditions on a golf green and
as simple as possible. To simplify the prob-
lem, assume that the green is flat. (Wilson

2000)

Figure 5, a rubric from the Baltimore
City College faculty (2000), could be
used to assess this particular problem as
well as many other different problem-
solving scenarios.

Changing the criteria or modifying the
format of the rubric in one’s own disci-
pline should not be a difficult task for an
instructor. Comments that used to show
up on the finished product can be used to
formulate the evaluation criteria present-
ed at the start. An added advantage for the
instructor is that the comments, in the
form of criteria, are prepared once but
used over and over again as the task is
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Task: This is a three-day activity in which students observe and perform a distillation to demonstrate phase change, explain energy trans-

formation, and identify key components in the system.

Topics

Scores

Collaborative Worker:
Student can take charge
of his/her own behavior
in a group.

Scientific Literacy:

Student uses processes
and skills of science to
conduct investigations.

Systems Analysis:
Student describes how a
system operates inter-
nally and how it inter-
acts with the outside
world

Student stays on task;
offers useful ideas and
can defend them; can
take on various roles;
participates without
prompting.

Student identifies the
question, forms a possi-
ble solution, writes out
steps Lo test the possible
solution, designs a data
c¢hart, collects data, and
concludes about the
validity of the possible
solution.

Student identifies how
parts of the system
interact and provides
personal insight into the
interaction of the parts;
relates how the system
interacts with the out-

Student stays on task;
offers useful ideas and
can defend them; can
take on various roles;
rarely requires prompt-
ing to participate.

Student identifies the
question and forms a
possible solution. Proce-
dure and data charts are
complete but lack clarity
and/or creativity. Student
concludes about the
validity of the possible
solution.

Student identifies how
parts of the system inter-
act and relates how the
system interacts with the
outside world.

Student does not attend
to the lab; accepts
group view or considers
only his/her own ideas
worthwhile. Needs reg-
ular prompting to stay
on task.

Student identifies the
question but does not
form a complete solu-
tion. Procedure and data
charts are incomplete
and the conclusion does
not speak to the possi-
ble solution.

Student does not identi-
fy some parts of the
system. Student does
not understand how the
parts interact and does
not relate how the sys-
tem interacts with the

Student does not
respond to the group.
Student is not involved
or may try to undermine
the efforts of the group.

Student does not identi-
fy the question.

No possible solution is
given. Procedure and
data charts are incom-
plete or missing. The
conclusion is incom-
plete or missing.

Student incorrectly
identifies the parts and
cannot describe how
they interact either
within or outside the
system.

side world.

outside world.

FIGURE 4. Rubric for Distillation Exercise

being evaluated for each student. In con-
trast, traditional assessment meant writ-
ing some of the same comments over and
over again for different students—and far
too often, for the same students on the
next similar task. As with any assessment
tool, rubrics need to be modified every
time using direct feedback from the stu-
dents and indirect feedback from the
quality of the students’ work.

The Challenge of Assigning
Grades

Rubrics can help with the challenging
task of assigning grades as well. The let-
ter grades used in the reporting systems at
most colleges and universities can be
made compatible with the numbers or
words used in rubrics to describe the pro-
ficiency levels presented in rubrics. For
example, the rubric for Espanol I (figure
2) could be adapted as follows:

Rubric Grade
Sobresaliente
(16-20 points) A/A-
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Notable

(11-15 points) B+/B/B-
Bien

(6-10 points)  C+/C/C-
Mencion Honorifica

(1-5 points) D+/D/D-

The practice of holistic grading, a way
of assessing the overall effectiveness of a
project, paper, or presentation, is also com-
patible with rubrics. The instructor need
only refer to the rubric to provide students
with specific feedback. When rubrics have
been presented to students as an integral
part of the learning process, the assigning
of grades becomes a small step in the
process. The grade becomes more the
vehicle for reporting to others and is no
longer made responsible for providing
substantive information to students.

Conclusion

Viewing assessment as a way to meas-
ure the process of learning, the progress
of learning, and the product of learning

(including course content) leads instruc-
tors away from many of the traditional
problems in evaluating students. Just as
traditional pencil-and-paper assessment
methods cause instructors and students to
emphasize isolated and discrete facts
(sometimes thought of as “course con-
tent”), authentic assessment methods free
them to develop higher level concepts and
related understandings. Curriculum, then,
becomes more than just an outline of a
course of study to be tested. It begins to
reflect the complexities of the real
world—past, present, and future.

With authentic assessment, emphasis is
on process as well as product. This means
learning is seen as an ongoing refinement
leading toward the achievement of estab-
lished outcomes. Because the refinement
takes place over time, progress can be
recorded along the way. Both instructors
and students are involved in systematic
formative assessments of the developing
product. Instructional modifications are a
natural outcome as instructors guide stu-
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Level Constructed Response

3 The response indicates application of a reasonable strategy that leads to a cor-
rect solution in the context of the problem. The representations are correct. The
explanation and/or justification are logically sound, clearly presented, fully
developed, support the solution, and do not contain significant mathematical
rrors.

[

The response indicates application of a reasonable strategy that may be incom-
plete or undeveloped. It may or may not lead to a correct solution. The repre-
sentations are essentially correct. The explanation and/or justification support
the solution and are plausible, although it may not be well developed or com-
plete. The response demonstrates a conceptual understanding and analysis of
the problem.

1 The response indicates little or no attempt to apply a reasonable strategy or
applies an inappropriate strategy. It may or may not have the correct answer.
The representations are fundamentally correct. The explanation and/or justifi-
cation reveal serious flaws in reasoning. The explanation and/or justification
may be incomplete or missing. The response demonstrates a minimal under-

how the student arrived at the solution.

lates, and theorems.

represented.

Baltimore City College

standing and analysis of the problem.

0 The response is completely incorrect or irrelevant. There may be no response,
or the response may state "I don't know."

Explanation refers to the student using the language of mathematics to communicate

Justification refers to the student using mathematical principles to support the reason-
ing used to solve the problem. This could include the appropriate definitions, postu-

Essentially correct representations may contain minor errors such as missing labels,

reversed axes, or scales that are not uniform.

Fundamentally correct representations have the majority of the information correctly

FIGURE 5. Rubric for Problem Solving Response

dents’ learning. Using authentic assess-
ment methods such as rubrics honors the
complexities of the teaching-learning
paradigm.
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