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* Authentic Learning 

In education, the term authentic learning refers to a wide variety of educational and instructional techniques focused on 

connecting what students are taught in school to real-world issues, problems, and applications. The basic idea is that students are 

more likely to be interested in what they are learning, more motivated to learn new concepts and skills, and better prepared to 

succeed in college, careers, and adulthood if what they are learning mirrors real-life contexts, equips them with practical and 

useful skills, and addresses topics that are relevant and applicable to their lives outside of school. 

 

An “authentic” way to teach the scientific method, for example, would be to ask students to develop a hypothesis about how 

ecosystems work that is based on first-hand observations of a local natural habitat, then have them design and conduct an 

experiment to prove or disprove the hypothesis. After the experiment is completed, students might then write up, present, and 

defend their findings to a panel of actual scientists. In contrast, a “less authentic” way to teach the scientific method would be to 

have students read about the concept in a textbook, memorize the prescribed process, and then take a multiple-choice test to 

determine how well they remember it. 

 

In the “authentic” learning example above, students “learn by doing,” and they acquire the foundational skills, knowledge, and 

understanding that working scientists actually need and use in their profession. In this case, students would also learn related 

skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, formal scientific observation, note taking, research methods, writing, 

presentation techniques, and public speaking, for example. In the “less authentic” learning situation, students acquire knowledge 

largely for purposes of getting a good grade on a test. As a result, students may be less likely to remember what they learned 

because the concept remains abstract, theoretical, or disconnected from first-hand experience. And since students were never 

required to use what they learned in a real-life situation, teachers won’t be able to determine if students can translate what they 

have learned into the practical skills, applications, and habits of mind that would be useful in life outside of school—such as in a 

future job, for example. 

 

Another principle of authentic learning is that it mirrors the complexities and ambiguities of real life. On a multiple-choice 

science test there are “right” answers and “wrong” answers determined by teachers and test developers. But when it comes to 

actual scientific theories and findings, for example, there are often many potentially correct answers that may be extremely 

difficult, or even impossible, to unequivocally prove or disprove. For this reason, authentic learning tends to be designed around 

open-ended questions without clear right or wrong answers, or around complex problems with many possible solutions that could 

be investigated using a wide variety of methods.  

 

Authentic learning is also more likely to be “interdisciplinary,” given that life, understanding, and knowledge are rarely 

compartmentalized into subject areas, and as adults students will have to apply multiple skills or domains of knowledge in any 

given educational, career, civic, or life situation. Generally speaking, authentic learning is intended to encourage students to 

think more deeply, raise hard questions, consider multiple forms of evidence, recognize nuances, weigh competing ideas, 

investigate contradictions, or navigate difficult problems and situations. 

 



* The Glossary of Education Reform - http://edglossary.org/ 

 
 
 


