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I. 
INTRODUCTION

Authentic assessments represent a means for the traditional as well as special needs students to gain valuable knowledge and life skills using non-traditional methods. While traditional performance based assessments only measure skill within the instructional context, authentic assessments measure skill levels outside of the instructional context. In Welsh (2001), alternative assessment is partially defined as a challenge for students to explore possibilities to complex problems and to develop their own unique solutions. 
  Additionally, an emphasis is placed on tasks and outcomes than are applicable to life outside the classroom.  There are no single solutions to the problems contained within authentic instructional activities. The students have the opportunity to arrive at different conclusions to the problems, all of which can be viable and correct. However, to reach these varied conclusions, an abundance of time must be allotted to permit this higher level of divergent thinking. Welsh (2001) states that authentic assessments measure what students know and are able to do.1  The objectives of an authentic instructional activity must descend from standards issued from national disciplinary or accrediting associations, state educational associations, or individual school districts. Objectives must also be linked to experiences and rubrics, which are, according to Oosterhof (1999), scoring plans associated with performance assessments, including checklists and rating scales.
  The teachers will design a rubric that provides a series of holistic descriptions of performance. This will ensure the reliability of the assessment. The rubric must be shared with the students before the start of the activity.

Authentic assessments can be used to adapt curriculum for special needs students who have different and unique learning styles. Authentic instructional activities provide accommodations for more time for completion and thinking about the concepts offered within them. Additionally, testing in traditional performance-based assessments may not be valid indicators of a special needs student’s knowledge or capability. 

The subject of this authentic instructional activity is multiculturalism and its impact on school and community environments. The intended level is fifth grade, which is consistent with the standard selected from the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) Academic Standards for Reading, Writing, and Listening. The students will be asked to observe and note human interactions on different levels connected to multiculturalism, such as issues specific to gender, race, ethnicity, culture, and socio-economic status. No special conditions are required for the participation in this activity. This activity can be used as an adjunct to a unit in social studies. However, the standard being used as the basis for the activity’s objectives is derived from the language arts section of the PDE blueprint. The primary goal of this activity is to reinforce language arts skills while heightening social awareness among students.

II.
RELIABILITY

According to Oosterhof (1999), the term reliability is often used when discussing inconsistencies in measurement.
 A measure is considered reliable if scores are consistent. A well-constructed rubric ensures reliable authentic assessments. Some steps to ensure reliability are as follows:

1. All parts of the rubric match the criteria from each objective.

2. The achievement criteria must be stated after each point value to avoid any misconceptions.

3. Any instructor should be able to grade the activity if the criteria and point values are well defined.

All of the preceding factors would increase the reliability of my assessment of this activity. It is extremely vital that the students are introduced to the rubric prior to the activity. They need to know what criteria should be achieved to receive the desired grade level. This would increase the reliability of the assessment. According to Welsh (2001), reliability is obtained by a specific scoring rubric, which is shared with the students before undertaking the activity.

III.
VALIDITY

Oosterhof (1999) states that validity pertains to the degree to which a test measures what it’s supposed to measure.
 However, validity is an abstraction. We depend on evidence to prove whether or not validity is present. The educator must gather evidence of validity to accurately assess students’ performance. Linking objectives to standards helps to makes valid assessments. Creating a table of specifications to construct a quality test will also help to accurately assess student performance. A table of specifications is similar to a rubric in structure as it breaks down potential test elements into two main categories existing on intersecting axes: content areas and capability performance. By using that framework, one can devise the correct number of questions and/or problems that need to be included on the test. A table of specifications can also indicate which content areas and capabilities need to be emphasized on the test. The test can subsequently be evaluated by a rubric to assess its validity. The rubric for this authentic assessment activity will measure both content and capability levels for each objective to ensure maximum validity. 

The activity planned for this authentic assessment project includes real life experiences, divergent and reflective thought, and work completed beyond the walls of the classroom. A rubric for the activity is then created. The teacher must ensure that the objectives in the rubric match those from the original instructional objectives.  

IV. 
AUTHENTIC CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT & ASSESSMENT

Note: The following standard was downloaded from the Internet website at http://www.pde.psu.edu, link to “Pennsylvania Department of Education Academic Standards”; (PDE 1.4.5.B -- Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening)

Write multi-paragraph informational pieces (e.g. essays, descriptions, letters, reports, instructions)

1. Include cause and effect

2. Develop a problem and solution when appropriate to the topic

4. Use relevant graphics (e.g. maps, charts, tables, graphs, illustrations, photographs)

a.  Objectives: 

1. The student will be able to observe and note examples of gender, racial, ethnic, and cultural interaction in public places. (Part I)

2. The students will be able to examine their own beliefs, preconceptions, and biases about people of diverse origins in essay form. (Part I)

3. The students will be able to describe in essay form what they have observed about gender, racial, ethnic, or cultural interaction in Part I. They will also share their own personal reflections on what they have observed. (Part II)

4. The students will be able to gain a better appreciation of diversity issues by answering 5 reflective questions. (Part III)

5. Students will be able to identify the people and areas in their observations by including illustrations, digital images, or photographs from magazines, newspapers, or the Internet. (Part IV)

NOTE: Students are expected to observe all the proper rules of grammar and sentence structure in their essays and answers. 

b.  Activity:

How is the issue of racial diversity handled in our school and community?

Part I: The students will visit any public place of their choosing (e.g. school, shopping mall, parks, restaurants, downtown business district, local neighborhood) and observe one example of each of the following categories:

1. Prejudice

2. Stereotyping

3. Discrimination

4. Cooperation

Be sure to note the race, ethnicity, approximate age, gender, and/or cultural origin of the subject(s) in each observation.  Record in as much detail as possible everything you were able to see and hear.  Then, make an observation where you use your listening skills. Without looking, train your other senses on just one voice that you can pick out of the crowd. Draw a mental picture in your mind (or illustrate in your notebook) of what you think that person looks like in regard to gender, ethnicity, race, culture, or socio-economic status. Then look at the person you’ve been listening to and take note of what they actually look like. What possible prejudices or stereotypes were revealed by your observation? Note similarities and differences in your observation.

Part II: You will write in the form of a multi-paragraph essay what they have observed and include their personal reflections on each observation.

Part III: You will answer the following questions:

1. Based on what you have observed, what do you think is/are the root cause(s) of prejudice toward people with different appearances and/or opinions?

2. Based on what you have observed, how do you think prejudice contributes to forming stereotypes about gender, racial, ethnic, or cultural differences?

3. Other than the example from your observation, have you, a friend, or family member, ever been a victim of discrimination and how did you/they feel about it? What kind of discrimination was it? If you don’t know of anyone who has, please cite an example from a book you’ve read or a movie or TV show you’ve seen. Answer the same questions as above. 

4. How can gender, racial, ethnic, or cultural differences possibly affect cooperation among students in a classroom setting? Discuss one possible positive and one possible negative example.

5. Explain why you feel that diversity awareness is or is not an important issue in our school and community.

Part IV: To complete this activity, find two pictures from the Internet, magazines, or newspapers that best represents the gender, racial, ethnic, or cultural makeup of the environment where you did your observation. Please be sure they are neatly mounted to matte board. Also, as extra credit, include your illustrations from Part I.

c.  Assessment

Objective 1a – Content quality of observations in Part I

3
3= Observations are in-depth and well detailed in their descriptions. All categories well represented. 

2
2= Observations show moderate to good detail in their descriptions. A majority (more than half) of the categories covered in detail. 

1
1= Observations are sketchy and only show a minimum of detail. At least half of the categories not covered at all. 

0
0= More than half of the categories are not covered or even attempted.

Objective 1b – Language Arts capability in Part I

3
3= All observations show excellent grasp of grammatical and sentence structure.

2
2= Good grammatical and sentence structure, with some errors noted. 

1
1= Fair grammatical usage and sentence structure, with more repeated errors noted in these areas.

0
0= Observations limited to phrases and not fully developed sentences.

Objective 2a – Content quality of essay follow-up to observations in Part II

3
3= Essay shows a maximum of detail in development of thought and reflection in all categories.

2
2= Essay shows very good level of detail in development of thought and reflections in a majority of the categories. Some aspects of each category may not be equally represented. 

1
1= Essay shows a fair level of detail in development of thought and reflection in half or fewer of the categories. Some categories may not be developed at all. 

0
0= Essay shows the very minimum of effort in the development of thought and reflections in every category. 

Objective 2b – Language Arts capability in Part II

3
3= Overall grammatical and sentence structure of the essay is excellent.

2
2= Level of grammatical and sentence structure of the essay is very good with some errors noted.

1
1= Level of grammatical and sentence structure of the essay at the minimum, with an abundance of errors noted.

0
0= The grammatical and sentence structure of the essay is very poor, which makes a majority of the essay incomprehensible.

Objective 3a – Content quality of answers to reflective questions in Part III

3
3= Answers show a maximum of detail in thought and reflections. Answers are fully developed. All categories are equally represented.

2
2= Answers show good development of detail in thought and reflection. Answers are generally good in a majority (more than half) of categories. 

1
1= Answers show a minimum of development of thought and reflection. Answers are only fair or missing in half or fewer categories. 

0
0= Answers show little or no development of thought and reflection. Answers are missing in a majority (more than half) of the categories.

Objective 3b – Language Arts capability in Part III

3
3= Answers show excellent grammatical usage and sentence structure.

2
2= Answers show good grammar usage and sentence structure. A few grammatical and sentence structure errors noted.

1
1= Answers show grammatical and sentence structure very weak, with many errors noted.

0
0= Answers shows the very minimum of effort in the development of thought and reflections in every category.

Objective 4 – Content quality of the pictures in Part IV

3
3= Both pictures fully represent the environment of the observation settings.

2
2= Both pictures adequately represent the environment of the observation settings, some ambiguity noted.

1
1= Only one picture supplied with full representation of the environment of an observation setting OR two pictures submitted with full ambiguity.

0
0= No pictures submitted.

Objective 4b – Capability in rendering the pictures in Part IV 

3
3=Pictures of high reproductive quality and neatly mounted on matte board. No visible adhesive flaws.

2
2= Pictures of good reproductive quality and some flaws in the mounting process, such as adhesive lumping, visible scotch tape, etc.

1
1= Pictures of fair reproductive quality. Pictures very poorly mounted on some material other than matte board with very visible adhesive flaws.

0
0= Pictures not mounted.

V.
CONCLUSION

This project was valuable in teaching me how to create an authentic assessment. I was able to readily apply the knowledge learned in class and from the Oosterhof text. My new experience with performance assessments ensured that each aspect of the rubric matched the objectives stated at the outset of the activity. I view the objective/rubric relationship as an on-going process that’s open to revision as time goes on. Good educators know the value of reflection and understand the need to constantly revise and improve the content of their teaching. Like devising effective and creative content for the classroom, a rubric must be accorded the same consideration and thought. It’s important for the teacher to have a clear idea of what they want to accomplish before planning any activity for use in the classroom. The students also need to know what they need to accomplish as well. The teacher/student channel of communication must be as clear as the objectives and proposed outcomes of any activity conducted in the classroom. This particular authentic assessment was in my opinion successful in meeting its objectives of promoting an understanding of multiculturalism among fifth grade students. A hallmark of an effective classroom activity in my opinion is a combination of skill reinforcement in multiple content areas. Identifying, communicating, and making observations about the ramifications of multiculturalism in today’s society can be part social studies, part anthropology, part interpersonal speech communication, and part composition class. Multiculturalism has in the last ten to fifteen years become a more important facet of an ever-increasing cultural pluralism in the United States. Amalgamation, as opposed to assimilation, is now the preferred way for progressive educators to promote inclusion among students from different backgrounds. I believe that my authentic assessment activity could be used in rural as well as suburban and urban schools, where racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity might not be as prevalent. If we can get to students to think in multicultural terms and increase their divergent thinking to include new schema, we can more likely reduce prejudices, stereotyping, and bias toward others. As educators, it is our duty to do so to make a better world for all.
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