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AUTHENTIC LEARNING (SIMULATIONS, LAB, FIELD)
Authentic Learning describes learning activities that are either carried out in real-world contexts, or have high transfer to a real-world setting.  Authentic learning activities should have both personal and cultural relevance (Stein, Isaacs, & Andrews, 2004).   Personal relevance means that learners should be able to connect the new information they are learning to their lives outside of the classroom and their theories about how the world works. Cultural relevance refers to the culture of the academic discipline—authentic learning tasks should reflect “the ordinary practices of th[at] culture” (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1988, p. 34).  In other words, authentic learning tasks teach students how to think like a member of their discipline (Meyers & Nulty, 2009). 
Authentic learning activities tend to be student-centered (Watters & Ginns, 2000). In an authentic learning approach, instructors are seen as facilitators of students’ learning. As Tochon (2000) points out, there is something of a paradox in planning to be authentic.  Although instructors are advised to come to class equipped with a plan, they also should be open to where their students take the learning task. Mayo (2010) describes how instructors may have to shift their perception of their own role in the class from that of sage on the stage to guide on the side.  Their primary role, then, is in helping students to explore the learning task themselves. Thus, instructors must be careful not to insert themselves into the center of activity or to micromanage how the task is explored (Tochon, 2000).
Authentic Learning is rooted in constructivist theory, which says that actively engaging with problems and materials constitutes the best way to learn (Mayo, 2010). As stated by John Dewey, “[E]ducation is not an affair of ‘telling’ and being told, but an active and constructive process” (Dewey, as cited in Mayo, 2010, p. 36).  There are two elements of constructivism. Cognitive constructivism, which deals with how individuals make sense of the world around them, is rooted in the developmental theories of Jean Piaget.  Social constructivism, which pertains to how groups collectively make sense of the world, comes from the thinking of Lev Vygotsky.  Cognitive constructivism pertains to the importance of sense-making at the personal level. From this perspective, learning is an “inside job.”  Learners will be more motivated to learn, will engage more deeply with the material, and will remember it longer if it feels personally relevant to them (Heath & McLaughlin, 1994; Stein et al., 2004).  Social constructivism speaks to the power of learning in groups—many collaborative and cooperative learning tasks are considered authentic, as they mimic the way problems are solved in real-world settings (McCune, 2009).  Moreover, students who are part of learning communities (in classrooms or residences) may be more motivated to learn if taking on the values of the group is seen as important to maintaining membership in the group (Glynn, Aultman, & Owens, 2005). 
In sum, a course can be authentic in two ways—by being personally relevant to the student and by containing cultural relevance, that is, by teaching the student something that is recognized as important or true by the discipline (Stein et al., 2004).  Scholars differ as to the extent that they focus on personal versus cultural relevance with some focusing on personal relevance (Heath & McLaughlin, 1994), some focusing on cultural/disciplinary relevance (Brown et al., 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991) and some focusing on both (Stein et al., 2004; Tochon, 2000).  Within an authentic learning context, the activities undertaken by students in the classroom should be similar to those undertaken by real-world professionals in that field of study and instructors may also strive to craft lesson plans that resonate with the students’ “situated (lived) experiences” (Stein et al., 2004, p. 240). However, while exposing students to real-world practices or real-life dilemmas, the instructor may also shield them from nonessential aspects of these scenarios in order to focus the learning experience (Stein et al., 2004).  
Stein et al. (2004) write that authentic learning activities can be useful in bridging the gap between what students typically do in the classroom and what they will be expected to be able to do in their field, once they leave the university setting.  Fieldwork and work-study placements for course credit are considered the most extreme examples of authentic learning experiences, as students are literally learning on-the-job rather than attending a class (Brown, 2011; McCune, 2009).  Service learning experiences, where students complete a practicum at a community organization as one component of the course, can provide wonderful opportunities to make connections between concepts covered in class and real-world phenomena (Power, 2010). 
Authentic learning can also take place within the walls of the classroom itself.  Teaching methods include case-based instruction, where instructors use real or fictional cases as vehicles to present content or to require students to apply skills (Mayo, 2010).  Inquiry projects, where students work on a “real-life” problem of practice, and often have some choice of topic, give students the opportunity to see how problems are investigated or solved in the real world (Stein et al., 2004).  Mayo (2010) discusses how instructors’ use of the Socratic Teaching Method affords students the opportunity to internalize a style of critical knowledge consumption. Project-based assessment (as opposed to exams) is also a hallmark of authentic learning (Stein et al., 2004).  The common element to these methods is that they activate students’ motivation and curiosity by presenting them with real-world problems that feel interesting and important.
Importantly, incorporating activities that provide opportunity for reflection and synthesis may be key to getting maximum results from authentic learning methods. According to Power (2010), students benefit from being given structured opportunities to reflect.  Such periods of deliberate pause give them the chance to take stock of what they have learned and to form a more critical perspective on it.
A challenge to implementing authentic learning methods may be that instructors themselves, working mainly in academia, may be removed from the community of practice they are teaching about (Stein et al., 2004).  Another challenge is that although the activities are meant to mimic real-world scenarios, recreating them in a classroom may feel forced or awkward (Stein et al., 2004).  However, the hope is that, through authentic learning practices, students’ learning is deeper and more meaningful because it is connected to personal experiences and values (Power, 2010).  There is also evidence that students who take part in classes with an authentic learning component (in these instances, case-based instruction or service learning, respectively), make higher academic gains compared to students enrolled in similar classes that do not contain these components (Mayo, 2010; Power, 2010). 
Learning that feels personal is said to go deeper, to be more meaningful, and, thus, to last longer.  Students are more motivated to learn when they see how a concept relates to their own lives (Watters & Ginn, 2000).  Thus, authentic learning tasks capture students’ attention and raise their motivation to learn because they touch on issues that are directly relevant to students’ present lives or future careers.  The instructor’s role, in this mode of teaching, is to help students to make connections between their own ways of making sense of the material and the established cultural frameworks of the discipline (Stein et al., 2004). 
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