
 
 

 

 
 

Authentic assessment in the online 
environment 

 
What is authentic assessment? 

An authentic assessment task directs 
students to deal with complex problems or 
issues that reflect what occurs in real world 
settings. To be authentic, the assessment 
task needs to mirror external work 
environments or require the exercise of 
professionally relevant capabilities. 
 
A task is less authentic when it assesses only 
facts or content without direct relevance to 
the world students face when they 
graduate.  Assessment tasks are not authentic 
when they assess only the student’s ability to 
complete the task, rather than what they 
have learnt during their studies. 
 
Authentic assessments include four key 
dimensions (Ajjawi et al., 2020; Herrington, 

Parker & Boase-Jelinek, 2014; Villarroel et al., 2018; Wald & Harland, 2017). For example, authentic 
assessments: 
 

1. Require students to carry out tasks mirroring 
professionals in practice: Students work on tasks 
embedded within professional contexts or drawn 
from those contexts. This may include working with 
a range of people from other disciplines, or with 
people in diverse roles. 

2. Represent a worthwhile and interesting challenge 
for students: Students encounter issues that are 
open to multiple interpretations. They create 
connections between theory and experiences, and 
develop a sense of ownership, responsibility and 
care.   

3. Encourage reflexivity1. Students develop their 
sense of self within different professional contexts. 
This often includes opportunities to collaborate with 
peers and external audiences. Students gain knowledge about their actions and values, and 
the impact of these on others.  

                                                 
1 Reflexivity is a way of looking at the world which takes a person’s cultural and social context into account in 
understanding what they do and what they know about the world. Reflection, however, is a habit of mind which means 
that a person does not behave thoughtlessly but reviews and reflects on their actions and understanding in order to 
become a better practitioner. While these two are interconnected, it is valid for an assessment activity to promote the way 
of looking at the world and the habit of mind either together as a single learning outcome or separately as two learning 
outcomes. 

Practice Guide 
 

Example of an authentic task: 
First year tort law students complete a 
reflective media diary in two stages. 
They firstly locate 2-4 media items 
each month that are related to tort 
law and write summaries of the facts, 
legal issues and progress of each case. 
After 2 months of diary (journal) 
entries, they write a more in-depth 
analysis of four of their cases looking 
for patterns between them and the 
underlying legal principles within the 
cases. This is assessed together with 
their personal reflections on the 
materials (Carless, 2015). 
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4. Develop students’ evaluative judgement: That is, it encourages students to develop insights 

about what good performance means, and to judge the quality of theirs and others’ 
performance against standards relevant to their future professions.  

 
Developing authentic assessment tasks  
 
The four dimensions above provide a way for you to consider the design of tasks within a course. 
Use the steps below to revise an existing task or create a new authentic assessment (adapted from 
Villarroel et al., 2018): 
 
Step 1 – Examine the professional contexts 
Start by reflecting on what constitutes the professional realities your students face. Review how the 
program and / or the course intended learning outcomes contribute to the development of 
students’ graduate attributes. Ask yourself: 

• What attributes are introduced, developed or assessed in this course?  
• How does this course connect with the practices and problems of professionals in their 

current world of work? 
• What changes in work and society is it important to prepare students to face? 

 
Step 2 - Design the assessment  
The design of an authentic task involves generating both a rich context and a worthwhile task that 
requires students to exercise higher-order capabilities. The task supports students to create a well-
honed ‘end-product’ valuable in its own right. The task, and the learning activities leading up to it, 
often culminate in the creation of a single complete ‘product’ or ‘artefact’ (Herrington, Parker & 
Boase-Jelinek, 2014). When designing or revising the assessment task, try thinking of a professionally 
relevant project or product that students could craft over the entire semester.  
 

• Picture an end-product that would allow students to 
render the results of their learning efforts in a 
meaningful way. 

• Start with the end-user or external audience in mind. 
• Consider which aspects of the task are most 

realistically accomplished individually. 
• Decide on what aspects of the task would usually 

require negotiation with team member or 
clients/end-users/third parties. 

• Design-in a variety of relevant environments, such as 
online spaces, where students must use a variety of 
resources, examine the issue or project from 
multiple (cross-disciplinary) perspectives and 
regularly communicate their developing 
understanding to others. 

• Design-in student autonomy – allowing students 
choice on the focus of the task or project and 
requiring them to make decisions about how to 
complete the task, rather than offering step-by-step 
instructions. 

  

An example of authentic assessment 
using groupwork: In a large-
enrolment literature course, students 
exercise their abilities to interpret and 
build creative works. They work in 
groups for 6 weeks to  
create public wikis exhibiting the 
works of a literary scholar in freshly 
creative ways. They interpret and 
depict a rare or unknown facet of the 
scholar’s work by using the forms and 
knowledge of other disciplines. For 
example, one group examined the 
sonnets of Shakespeare through 
analytical soundscapes. Students also 
individually produce an annotated 
bibliography and a research report to 
support the group project. (Liu, 2017) 
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Step 3 – Engage with criteria and standards  
Consider how you will engage students with the assessment criteria. Authentic assessments open up 
more possibilities for co-creating the criteria with students and asking them to exercise their 
judgement by assessing exemplars or samples of work. Authentic tasks often mean that students 
work on problems that are ill-defined or open to multiple interpretations. Students exercise 
creativity and autonomy in how they address the task. Understanding the standards by which their 
efforts will be judged and being able to apply these standards to their developing work becomes 
even more important in these circumstances.  
 
Step 4 – Feedback  
This step functions as a cyclical process with Step 3.  
Consider where you will provide formative assessment2 
opportunities for students to improve and to identify gaps 
between their performance and the requirements or 
expectations of the task.  Instances of formative 
assessment allow students to learn what strategies or 
actions they can employ to reduce these gaps. To make 
assessment more sustainable also consider what 
opportunities for self and peer feedback will be built in 
before, during and after the task.  Lastly, consider how to 
prepare students to give and receive feedback. This assists 
students to learn how to gather, recognise and use 
feedback – something which is particularly important for 
their longer-term learning. 
 
 
 

What technologies will assist you to develop authentic assessments? 
 
Online learning creates new possibilities and spaces for authentic assessment. The online medium 
provides new spaces for individual reflection as well as new forms of connection and communication 
for teams. It enhances students’ timely access to data, information and expertise.  It connects 
students with the devices, practices and audiences relevant to the contexts where the student’s 
efforts find further meaning and value.  
 
The table below will help you select the right online learning tools for your authentic assessment 
task. It includes whether the tool is appropriate for an individual and / or group of students; how to 
mark on line, and a link to an LTO resource that steps you through how to use the tool. 
 
                                                 
2 Formative assessment means any assessment task that assists in monitoring student progress against standards, and 
provides feedback comparing their progress to the standards, with a view to helping students to achieve the standards. 
The intention behind formative assessment is to promote student learning during a course by eliciting information on 
students’ progress, helping students become aware of the strengths and gaps in their abilities, provide constructive 
feedback to the students to improve their quality of work and to staff to adjust their teaching. Formative assessments are 
generally low stakes, which means that they have low or no point value. 
 

Do you know of great examples of online and authentic assessment from your School? 
We would be delighted to share examples of the great work being done by Notre Dame’s educators. Please 
email LTO@nd.edu.au to discuss an example you would like to share or suggest a colleague that we ought to 
contact. 
 
 

An example of engaging students in 
establishing assessment criteria and 
assessing a task: In Education, first 
year students create lesson plans as 
they develop their abilities to interpret 
professional standards and judge the 
quality of work typically produced by 
practitioners. Students co-create the 
assessment criteria for the assessment 
task and use the criteria to assess 
exemplars. They undertake both self 
and peer reviews of their drafts, 
before submitting their final lesson 
plans. Pre- and post- submission 
evaluation surveys assist students to 
reflect on their learning experiences 
and to inform the teaching team on 
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Table 1: Online assessment tools available in Blackboard 
 

Name of the 
Blackboard Tool / 
Assessment Type 

Assessment Type 
(elaboration where 
useful) 

Individual 
assessment 

Group assessment  Marking process Links to resources in Bb 

Assignment  
 

Essay, report, 
literature review, 
research paper, case 
analysis, thesis 

Yes  Yes: one submission, 
feedback / mark 
automatically 
distributed 

• GradeCentre 
• Inline marking available 
• Blackboard Rubric  
• Similarity reports generated but 

are less informative than Turnitin 
reports 

• Turnitin  
• Academic  Integrity (AI) Rubric in Turnitin 
• Turnitin for students 

Collaborate webinars  Yes Yes • Used for assessing vivas and 
student presentations  

• Grades and feedback distributed 
via the GradeCentre, Blackboard 
assignments or Turnitin 

Collaborate and Zoom guides 

Discussion   Yes (visible to all 
students) 

Yes (private to a 
group) 

• Grade Forum feature 
• Each student’s postings are 

presented together for easy 
grading 

• Blackboard assessment rubric 

• Discussion guide 
• Create Discussions video 

 

Journal  Yes (private)  As above 
 

Journal 
 

Blog  Yes (visible to all) Yes (private to a 
group) 

As above 
• Also students can leave 

comments on peer’s journal posts 

Blog 
 

Wiki  No  Yes, but students can 
delete each other’s 
materials 

Serves best as a formative tool for 
developing a collective project 

 

Groups  No Yes (private to the 
group) 

• Group areas containing 
Blackboard tools such as blogs, 
discussions and Collaborate 
sessions private to the group.  

• Creating groups 
• Self-enrolling in a group for students 

https://www.notredame.edu.au/staff/work/LTO/cpl/technologies/assessment
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0030/77547/Using-AI-Rubric-in-Turnitin.pdf
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/4291/Turnitin-Originality-Report-Students.pdf
https://www.notredame.edu.au/staff/work/LTO/cpl/technologies/engagement
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/4284/Discussion-Board.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sDa4avUqlRk
https://youtu.be/SEGLjWmL6xM
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/4281/Blogs.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zMu2oDh3HYs
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/64811/Self-Enrolling-in-a-Group-for-Students.pdf
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Video assessment 
 

Could be used for 
many types of 
assessment, including 
presentations, 
reports, creative 
performance, 
demonstrations, peer 
assessment, 
performance 

Yes Yes • Marked via discussion (if peers 
required to comment); or 

• Mark as Blackboard assessment 
(with group assessment setting 
where appropriate) 

• Embedding YouTube videos in 
Blackboard 

• Upload your video to YouTube 
• General guide to making a YouTube 

video 
 

Presentations, Viva 
voce, skills 
demonstrations 

 Yes Yes • Mark live while watching; or 
• Mark later while watching a 

session recording 

Collaborate and Zoom guides 

https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/99623/Embed-YouTube-Videos-in-Bb-Students.pdf
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0029/99623/Embed-YouTube-Videos-in-Bb-Students.pdf
https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/109500/Upload-Video-to-YouTube-Students.pdf
https://www.lifewire.com/making-youtube-videos-1082488
https://www.lifewire.com/making-youtube-videos-1082488
https://www.notredame.edu.au/staff/work/LTO/cpl/technologies/engagement
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Additional resources 
 
Please read this guide in conjunction with the LTO’s guide on Alternatives to Examinations and 
support resources for Online Learning 
 
David Carless’ 2015 text contains several excellent case studies of authentic assessment at Hong 
Kong University. The cases have been thoughtfully analysed to extract the elements that can be 
applied in various disciplinary contexts. It also contains useful details such as assessment 
instructions, criteria and student evaluation results for the case study examples. Highly 
recommended and available here through the University’s library. 
 
References 
 
Ajjawi, R., Tai, J., Huu Nghia, T. L., Boud, D., Johnson, L., & Patrick, C. J. (2020). Aligning assessment 
with the needs of work-integrated learning: the challenges of authentic assessment in a complex 
context. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 45(2), 304-316. 
 
Carless, D. (2015). Excellence in university assessment: Learning from award-winning practice. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Herrington, J., Parker, J., & Boase-Jelinek, D. (2014). Connected authentic learning: Reflection and 
intentional learning. Australian Journal of Education, 58(1), 23-35. doi:10.1177/0004944113517830 
 
Jopp, R. (2019). A case study of a technology enhanced learning initiative that supports authentic 
assessment. Teaching in Higher Education, 1-17. 
 
Kearney, S. (2019). Transforming the fifirst-year experience through self and peer assessment. 
Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, 16(5). 
 
Liu, A. (2017). Teaching ‘Literature+’: Digital Humanities Hybrid Courses in the Era of MOOCs. In B. 
Knights (Eds.), Dialogue in the English Classroom (pp. 133-153). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Villarroel, V., Bloxham, S., Bruna, D., Bruna, C., & Herrera-Seda, C. (2018). Authentic assessment: 
Creating a blueprint for course design. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 43(5), 840-854. 
doi:10.1080/02602938.2017.1412396 
 
Wald, N., & Harland, T. (2017). A framework for authenticity in designing a research-based 
curriculum. Teaching in Higher Education, 22(7), 751-765. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.notredame.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/109333/Exams-Contingency-Planning.pdf
https://www.notredame.edu.au/staff/work/LTO/online-learning
http://tinyurl.com/uj7mbra
http://tinyurl.com/uj7mbra

