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Issues and Trends in Social Studies

Real-World Knowledge 

and Authentic Assessment
B Y  D R .  J A M E S  B .  K R A C H T ,  T E X A S  A & M  U N I V E R S I T Y

Standing on the threshold of the twenty-first century 

provides educators with the opportunity to look both to 

the past and the future. As we look to the past, we are 

keenly aware of the tremendous changes that took place 

in American education during the twentieth century: 

from one-room schools to large elementary building 

complexes, from slates and blackboards to computers 

and multimedia, from the three Rs to a multifaceted 

curriculum, and from tests and recitations devised by the 

teacher to high-stakes accountability based on state and 

national achievement tests. As we look to the future, we 

realize that the forces both within and outside our sphere 

of control will continue to change the ways we educate 

children. Some of those changes can be anticipated; 

what is taught will change as new knowledge is 

discovered. Instruction will change as a result of new 

technology and new research that reveals more effective 

ways of teaching and learning. It is likely that still other 

changes will occur which we cannot anticipate.

An important aspect of education currently undergoing 

change is the means by which we assess children’s 

learning. Some experienced teachers can remember a 

time when assessment was the sole responsibility of the 

teacher. Decisions about whether or not students had 

learned the material, what grade would go on the report 

card, and whether or not students would be promoted 

to the next grade were the responsibility of the teacher. 

Standards of achievement sometimes differed widely 

from classroom to classroom and from district to district.

The standards movement at both the

national and state levels, accompanied by 

standards-based assessment, has changed 

both the role of the teacher and the role of 

assessment in the decision-making process.
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The standards movement at both the national and state 

levels, accompanied by standards-based assessment, 

has changed both the role of the teacher and the role 

of assessment in the decision-making process. While 

some educators long for a return to the “good old days,” 

most will admit that the standards-based movement at 

both the national and state levels has brought about not 

only change, but positive results. The public dialogue 

over what students need to know and be able to do has 

resulted in widespread agreement. All students need 

access to a challenging curriculum to prepare them 

for the full benefits of citizenship in American society 

and in the global community that emerged during the 

late twentieth century. Standards-based assessments 

emerged as a means of determining how well students 

have gained the knowledge and skills identified in state 

and national standards. Such assessments inform 

teachers and educational leaders about the effectiveness 

of the teaching-learning system.

Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment

Educational practice and change rests upon three 

fundamental questions about curriculum, instruction, 

and assessment: (1) What knowledge and skills should 

be taught? (2) What are the most effective means of 

teaching the knowledge and skills?, and (3) What means 

are most effective in determining how well students 

have gained the desired knowledge and skills? These 

three questions must be asked continually. In a rapidly 

changing world the answers to these questions are 

neither fully nor finally determined. What was valued as 

important knowledge and skills in 1910, may or may not 

be rated as highly important in 2010.

Curriculum, instruction, and assessment are the three 

critical elements of any teaching-learning system. The 

social studies curriculum is a blueprint for learning 

that is based on the most important ideas from the 

social sciences and from state and national standards. 

Curriculum sets the expectations for the knowledge 

and skills students should be able to apply in real-world 

contexts. Instruction combines the various strategies, 

techniques, and activities that teachers use to help 

students gain the knowledge and skills specified in the 

curriculum. Assessment provides information about how 

well students have achieved the goals set forth in the 

curriculum. One of the most important principles of an 

effective teaching-learning system is that curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment must be tightly coupled 

and fully aligned. If instruction is not focused on the 

curriculum, or if assessment does not match curriculum, 

students will not be able to demonstrate their mastery 

of what was to be learned, either because they were not 

taught the content or the content was not assessed. 

Careful alignment of curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment, on the other hand, can reveal areas of 

student mastery and areas in which additional instruction 

is necessary.

Purposes of Assessment

Assessment is coequal in importance to curriculum 

and instruction in an effective teaching-learning system. 

Both teachers and students benefit from the process 

of assessment, and their experiences can be positive if 

assessment receives as much attention as curriculum 

and instruction. Assessment has three major purposes 

in a teaching-learning system: (1) Assessment can help 

students improve their performance by providing both 

criteria for success and constructive feedback; 

(2) Assessment can provide teachers with information as 

they continually adapt instruction based on assessment 

results; and (3) Assessment can be used to report 

student achievement to parents and others interested 

in monitoring student achievement or measuring 

educational accountability.

The social studies curriculum is a blueprint for 

learning that is based on the most important 

ideas from the social sciences and from state 

and national standards. 
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New Thinking About Assessment

Traditional assessments in many classrooms have 

consisted of teacher-created quizzes and tests and 

state or national achievement tests. These assessments 

generally are composed of selective response items, 

such as multiple-choice, true-false, or fill-in-the-blank 

questions. Items are objective in the sense that there 

is only one acceptable answer for each of the items. 

These assessments are easy to administer and easy to 

grade. The results can be used to identify mastery of 

factual information and, if well designed, can be used to 

determine a student’s ability to comprehend, apply, and 

analyze. The results are helpful in identifying whether 

an individual student and the class as a whole has 

mastered the particular content chosen for assessment. 

Even though these assessments are easy to administer 

and score, they have some shortcomings. Traditional 

assessments can determine whether or not students 

have mastered selected content, but they provide little 

information on why students might have answered 

incorrectly. In addition, traditional assessments are not 

able to provide information on all the goals that might be 

contained in the curriculum. New curriculum standards 

in many states include: the ability of a student to do 

research; the ability to effectively communicate both 

orally and in writing; the ability to apply knowledge and 

skills to create a product; the ability to use technology 

to create a product; and the ability to synthesize 

information and make reasoned judgments in the 

process of solving problems and making decisions. 

Teachers using only traditional assessments are ill 

equipped to determine how well students have achieved 

the knowledge and skills included in curriculum 

standards such as these, because student mastery of 

such goals cannot be measured by selective response, 

objective items.

The response of educators to this dilemma has been 

to devise a variety of new assessment tools that can 

help to reveal why students sometimes fail and whether 

or not students have mastered complex curriculum 

standards. Such terms as alternative assessment, 

authentic assessment, portfolio, performance task, 

and rubric are now frequently used in the discussion of 

assessment. While these terms are used in a variety of 

ways, the following definitions identify meanings as used 

in this discussion:

alternative assessment – assessments that differ 

from traditional assessments such as quizzes, tests, 

and other assessments based on selective response 

questions

authentic assessment – assessments based on

real-world tasks that require students to do things or 

solve problems faced by adults in their daily lives

portfolio – a purposeful collection of student work 

that provides evidence of how well students have met 

curricular standards

performance task – assessments that actively 

involve students in applying their knowledge to produce 

a product or a performance

rubric – a scoring device that provides clear criteria for 

the assessment of student products and performances 

While these new assessment tools incorporate a variety 

of strategies and techniques, they do, however, have 

some common characteristics. Most of them involve 

students in producing or doing something that requires 

the use of higher-level thinking or problem-solving and 

decision-making skills. Many assessments ask students 

to integrate social studies knowledge, research skills, 

writing skills, and oral communication skills in completing 

tasks related to real-world tasks. Lastly, the assessments 

themselves are meaningful teaching-learning activities. 

Teachers using only traditional assessments 

are ill equipped to determine how well 

students have achieved the knowledge and 

skills included in curriculum standards.
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Knowledge is tested and applied in the completion 

of the assessment task. Assessment takes on a new 

purpose, going beyond how well students complete the 

task to revealing what kind of help the students need in 

order to complete the task successfully.

While some educational theorists argue for the 

abandonment of traditional assessment practices, 

the majority agree that both traditional and alternative 

assessments have merit. McTighe and Wiggins (1999), 

experts on authentic assessment, present a convincing 

rationale for the use of both traditional and authentic 

assessments and give examples of how each can be 

used in the context of a social studies unit of instruction. 

Quizzes and tests can be used to assess mastery of 

factual information and other simple cognitive tasks, 

while authentic assessment tasks can be used to assess 

more complex levels of student understanding that 

require students to think critically and to solve problems.

Designing Authentic Assessments

When performance assessments are carefully designed, 

when they are closely aligned with curriculum and 

instruction, and when the criteria by which they will be 

scored are clearly understood by students before they 

begin the assignment, evidence indicates that there is 

improved student achievement, especially in analytical 

skills (OERI Bulletin, Summer 1997).

Given this evidence, classroom teachers and educational 

leaders are exploring the new thinking about assessment 

and are using an array of assessment tools to assist 

students in meeting the high standards set forth in 

state and national standards documents. As they move 

in this direction, they ask the three questions that are 

fundamental to an effective teaching-learning system: 

(1) What knowledge and skills should be taught?

(2) What are the most effective means of teaching the 

knowledge and skills? and (3) What means are most 

effective in determining how well students have learned 

the desired knowledge and skills?

Asking these three questions ensures that curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment are tightly coupled and 

closely aligned.

Knowledge and Skills

Knowledge and skills that are of the most worth are 

those that can be applied outside the classroom. This 

knowledge resides at the heart of the social science 

disciplines and often involves “doing” the subject 

(Wiggins and McTighe, 1998). The central ideas or 

enduring understandings at the core of social studies 

are sometimes identified with labels such as “concept” 

or “generalization.” Examples of concepts might 

include “adaptation,” “environment,” and “basic needs.” 

Examples of generalizations might include “Humans 

adapt to their environment,” “Humans modify their 

environment,” and “Humans adapt to and modify their 

environment to satisfy their basic needs.” Such essential 

knowledge meets the criteria of having lasting value 

beyond the classroom and residing at the heart of the 

social science disciplines. Both children and adults 

constantly adapt to and modify their environment as 

they meet their basic needs. Historians, geographers, 

and other social scientists use these concepts and 

generalizations as they seek to understand how 

individuals and societies, both past and present, meet 

their basic needs. These key ideas can also form the 

While some educational theorists

argue for the abandonment of traditional 

assessment practices, the majority agree

that both traditional and alternative 

assessments have merit.

Knowledge and skills that are of the

most worth are those that can be applied 

outside the classroom.
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foundation of engaging social studies units of study. 

Developing a unit of study based on the generalization 

“Humans adapt to and modify their environment to 

satisfy their basic needs” could lead to a study of 

how different American Indian cultures adapted to and 

modified their environment to meet their basic needs 

in distinctly different environments; how people of a 

particular community adapted to and modified their 

environment to meet their basic needs in the eighteenth, 

nineteenth, and twentieth centuries; or how people 

in different parts of the world adapt to or modify their 

environment to meet their needs in the present. 

The important knowledge contained in the generalization 

can be supported with content examples appropriate for 

several different age and ability levels.

Teaching Strategies and Learning Experiences

Teaching strategies and learning experiences are the 

vehicles that move students toward an understanding 

of the key ideas upon which a unit is based. Students 

should be made aware, at the beginning of the unit, of 

the scope of the unit and the expectations for learning 

(Wiggins and McTighe, 1998). Successful units often 

begin with intriguing questions, raised by students or 

introduced by the teacher. Students explore information 

to answer the questions and to explore the big idea 

upon which the unit is focused. Throughout the unit, 

information, ideas, and skills are developed that will 

equip students for the final performance task. A variety 

of formal and informal assessment tools can be used 

on a daily basis to help the teacher understand what 

knowledge and skills students have mastered and what 

further help they need. Teachers are free to choose a 

variety of instructional strategies and techniques to move 

students toward an understanding of the major concepts 

and generalizations upon which the unit is based. 

Classroom organization is also flexible under this model. 

Using one of the examples of possible units given above, 

the class as a whole could be engaged in a study of 

how American Indians of the Eastern Woodlands, the 

Great Plains, the Southwest, and the Pacific Northwest 

adapted to and modified their environment in order to 

meet their basic needs. Alternatively, the class could be 

organized into cooperative learning groups with each 

group investigating and becoming experts on one of the 

four American Indian cultures. Each cooperative learning 

group would then be responsible for sharing what they 

had learned with the other students in the classroom. In 

each case, the four Native American cultures would be 

compared so that students could understand that each 

culture adapted to and modified their environment in 

unique ways to provide for their basic needs.

Assessing Knowledge and Skills through

a Performance Task

A performance task is a scenario that provides students 

with an opportunity to demonstrate what they know and 

are able to do based on key ideas of the unit (Wiggins 

and McTighe, 1998). Components of a performance 

task might include the following: provide a clear 

statement of the task, describe what students must 

do to complete the task, establish the context of the 

task, clarify what the students will create and why they 

will create it, provide students with a clear example of 

a successful product or performance, and explain the 

standards and rubric used to assess success. Using 

one of the examples given above, the teacher might 

explain that, by the end of the unit, each student or 

group will construct a tri-fold display board that will 

show parents and other classroom visitors how one of 

the American Indian cultures adapted to and modified 

their environment to meet their basic needs. The teacher 

would further explain that: the first column will contain a 

drawing of the environment and a paragraph describing 

Teaching strategies and learning experiences 

are the vehicles that move students toward an 

understanding of the key ideas.
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the environment in which the Native American culture 

lived; the center column will contain the name of the 

Native American culture and drawings of their food, 

clothing, and shelter (basic needs); and the third column 

will contain a drawing and paragraph explaining how the 

culture had adapted to their environment and a drawing 

and paragraph explaining how the culture had modified 

their environment in order to provide food, clothing, 

and shelter. 

In addition to providing a description of the performance 

task, the teacher might show students two examples 

of a completed task; one showing a successful project 

and one showing a project that does not meet the 

established criteria for success. These examples will give 

students a clear idea of successful performance and 

will help them differentiate between success and lack 

of success. In addition to the examples, students 

should be provided with a rubric that clarifies the criteria 

for success. 

Additional information on authentic assessment and 

the development of performance tasks can be found in 

several recent publications. McCollum (1994) provides 

a variety of useful and classroom-tested examples of 

authentic performance tasks. One example, intended 

for fifth-grade students, is the task of creating a resume 

for a historic person. McCollum provides a description 

of the performance task, the steps for developing a 

resume, a resume content checklist, a rubric for scoring 

a resume, and a sample of a resume that meets the 

criteria contained in the rubric. Stiggins (1997) and 

Wiggins (1998) provide additional examples of authentic 

performance tasks as well as extensive guidelines for 

designing tasks. Wiggins and McTighe (1998) illustrate 

how assessment can be closely aligned with curriculum 

and instruction in a highly effective teaching-learning 

system.

Summary

New state and national standards demand the use of 

authentic assessment techniques to determine how well 

students master complex real-world tasks. Alternative 

assessment techniques should be used along with 

traditional assessment techniques for effective and 

efficient assessment of student learning. Research 

indicates that the use of carefully designed authentic 

assessments can improve student achievement, 

especially at higher cognitive levels. Carefully designed 

assessments are closely aligned with curriculum and 

instruction. Although the design of authentic assessment 

tools require some special knowledge and skills, 

classroom teachers can develop this expertise through 

reading, professional development, and practice. The 

use of alternative and authentic assessment is an 

educational change that can lead to positive results and 

thus should be explored and adapted to classroom use.
New state and national standards demand

the use of authentic assessment techniques

to determine how well students master 

complex real-world tasks.
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