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Today’s 

work

Define “authentic assessment”

Quick diversion:  Acknowledge the 
value of tests, and discuss the 
properties of well-written tests

Introduce some of the conceptual 
and practical challenges of high-
stakes tests in higher-education, 
especially in remote learning

Illustrate some alternatives to 
exams, with a special focus on 
scaling “authentic assessments” 
in large courses



First, some 

thoughts from 

Father Guido 

Sarducci

[ clip ]

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kO8x8eoU3L4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kO8x8eoU3L4




A task that requires application of what 
students have learned to a new situation, 
and that demands judgment to determine 
what information and skills are relevant and 
how they should be used. 

SOURCES: https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/assessing-student-learning/authentic-assessment/index.html
https://tips.uark.edu/using-blooms-taxonomy/

Bloom’s 

taxonomy:

Authentic 

assessment:

https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/assessing-student-learning/authentic-assessment/index.html
https://tips.uark.edu/using-blooms-taxonomy/


Authentic assignments often focus on 
messy, complex real-world situations 
and their accompanying constraints.  
They are realistic.

• requires judgment and innovation.

• asks the student to “do” the subject.

• replicates the contexts in which adults are 
“tested” in the real world.

• assesses the student’s ability to efficiently 
and effectively use a repertoire of 
knowledge and skills to negotiate a complex 
task.

• allows opportunities to rehearse, practice, 
consult resources, and get feedback on and 
refine performances and products.

SOURCE:  https://citl.indiana.edu/teaching-resources/assessing-student-learning/authentic-assessment/index.html

Authentic 

assessment:



Why use 

tests in the 

college 

classroom?

Tests introduce accountability.  
They can motivate performance 
and improvement (Deci & Ryan, 
2000).

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The "what" and" why" of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self-determination 
of behavior. Psychological inquiry, 11(4), 227-268.

Tests can be written with high 
levels of validity and reliability.  
They can be easy to administer, 
and often are efficient to grade.

Tests evaluate satisfaction of 
standards (e.g., Engineering 
education, medical education).

Tests often can introduce 
authenticity (application in 
simulated  contexts).



What does 

a good 

test look 

like?

The test is valid.  It represents and 
measures the learning outcomes of 
your course or module.

It is reliable.  If you offer it to the same 
students over time, or to different 
large groups of students, the results 
will be mostly consistent.

It is objective.  Equally competent 
learners will get similar results.

It motivates learners in a healthy way.

It has consequential relevance: the 
results for you and for students are 
worth the time and effort.

(It has some norms or values to 
compare against.)

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-
pages/writing-good-multiple-choice-test-
questions/

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-
pages/test-enhanced-learning-using-
retrieval-practice-to-help-students-learn/



Test or item validity must be judged against an external 
criterion.  

Reliability can be evaluated by looking at test scores for the 
student population:

Item difficulty:  What percentage of students got it right?

Item discrimination

Point Biserial Index 

Reliability coefficients (Cronbach ⍺; KR-20):  
Is there internal consistency among items on a test?

Standard error of measurement: How close is the actual test 
score to the learner’s true (but unknowable) score?

Nunnally, J. C. (1994). Psychometric theory, Third edition. Tata McGraw-Hill education.

What is the relationship between the individual 
item scores and the learners’ overall test scores?



https://ssri.duke.edu/education/consulting



https://learninginnovation.duke.edu/faculty-opportunities/talk-to-an-expert/



https://flexteaching.li.duke.edu/fall-2020/course-design-planner/

Download worksheets at link above or:
https://flexteaching.li.duke.edu/files/2020/06/Course-Design-Plan-F20-Self-Service-Guide.docx

https://flexteaching.li.duke.edu/fall-2020/course-design-planner/
https://flexteaching.li.duke.edu/files/2020/06/Course-Design-Plan-F20-Self-Service-Guide.docx


Vanderbilt Center for Teaching
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/test-enhanced-learning-using-retrieval-practice-to-help-students-learn/

The structure of the frequency and sequence of tests 
also matters for retrieval and application

repeated retrieval 
enhances long-term 

retention

various testing 
formats can enhance 

learning

feedback enhances 
the benefits of 

testing

Learning (via tests) is 
not limited to rote 

memory

retrieval practice 
over one set of 

material may help  
learning of later 

material

the benefits of 
(frequent) testing 

appear to extend to 
the classroom



Hazards
A good test demands thoughtful 
learning outcomes first 
(e.g., application, evaluation, synthesis).

This graduate’s school taught 
him how to maneuver a test.

If thoughtful learning 
outcomes are missing or 
overlooked, the test 
cannot assess learning.



Hazards
Reliance on grade curves puts students in competition with each 
other, rather than moving all students toward the learning outcomes.

Student remarks from spring 2020 survey:

“Any curved class which requires any sort of non-essay assignment… 
students who were torn between abiding by the academic honesty standards 
and cheating to either get ahead or keep up with other work.”

“Closed-note exams with no enforcement mechanisms for honesty… 
reward cheaters and punish honest students, especially when the classes are 
graded on a curve.”



Hazards
Because good tests take lots effort to create, 
we use them only 3-4 times during the course



Hazards
High-stakes exams can induce anxiety and 
create a climate of desperation

Student remarks on test anxiety from summer 2020:

“Online timed exams pose unique 
challenges. For example, I live in a 
house with nine people, so during 
exams it was hard to focus since I can't 
get any true peace and quiet.”

“I found the pressure of taking exams 
at home to be much more than taking 
exams in person, especially when the 
professor is not understanding when it 
comes to timing or technology issues. I 
found myself being anxious where I 
normally wouldn’t.”

“The first exam was a terrible 
experience and was why I withdrew 
from the course. We had so little 
time to complete the exam -
although it wasn't insanely difficult, 
we all ran out of time mostly due to 
a virtual factor.”

“Anxiety during timed exams 
made it difficult to focus, and I fear 
that many students did not maintain 
academic integrity. “



Hazards
Anxiety, desperation, and opportunity converge 
to produce academic dishonesty

Student remarks on academic dishonesty from summer 2020:

“[Professor] also reused old tests, which students were 
passing around.”

“I am very concerned about how many students are 
actually following the community standard… and class 
averages were somewhat high given the [very low] level of 
participation.”

“Cheating was out of control… I ended up earning 
several letter grades lower than what I would have 
attained in the normal semester due to higher grade 
boundaries.”

“[Professor] was not equipped with ways to prevent 
cheating. He made every exam "closed book" and I believe 
it lead to lots of cheating in the class. This gave a 
disadvantage to people who followed the community 
standard.”



Hazards
Anxiety, desperation, and opportunity converge 
to produce academic dishonesty

Student survey data from spring and summer 2020:



Sustainable solutions to the problem of 
academic dishonesty are complex

Consideration of viable 
alternatives to high-stakes tests

Clarifying, reinforcing course rules

Structuring the course well; providing many 
opportunities to practice and show mastery

Rethinking grade curves



Alternatives?
Try Googling “authentic assessment” and 
see how many hits you get.  A sample:

Teacher or preceptor observations
Essays or other writing
Interviews
Performances
Lab reports
Exhibitions and demonstrations
Portfolios
Journals
Simulations
Self- and peer-evaluation
Employer evaluations



Alternatives?
Summer 2020:  We asked students how effectively 
their graded assessment captured their learning. 

Exams were most 
frequent, but also 
rated the lowest

Blogs, journals, and 
essays (above) were 
rated most effective



There’s an elephant in the room: 

Scalability



Seven ways to 

make authentic 

assessment 

more 

manageable



1. 
Use 
scaffolded 
assessments



2. 
Use 
mastery 
grading 
feedback 
structures



3. 
Use peer feedback



4. 
Use rubrics



Speaking of 
rubrics,

Picking the right rubric type for 
your assessment will save a lot 
of time when grading









5. 
Let students design their 

assessment pathways



6. 
Take 

advantage of 
technology



Ready to get started?

learninginnovation@duke.edu


