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Discussion questions: 

1. What does authentic practice mean in your discipline or in relation to the courses you teach? 

2. How do instructors treat “students” differently than “apprentices”? And how do “students” view 

their role in the learning process differently than “apprentices”? 

3. Is the authentic practice / apprentice model right for all levels of learners? 

4. If you were adopting an authentic practice / apprentice model in your classroom, how would 

you go about measuring learning? 

 

Authentic learning 

 Authentic learning basically means giving students the opportunity to engage in learning 

experiences which mimic or portray the activities or ways of reasoning employed by experts 

 In addition, students are actively involved in the learning process and expect to construct their 

own understanding instead of having it be passed down from authority 

Apprentice model of learning 

 While it sometimes is viewed as ‘outdated’ and relevant for learning of crafts, the apprentice 

model is actually very common in many professions today (e.g., medical students learn to be 

practicing physicians by interning, essentially an apprenticeship; graduate students in general 

learn how to do research by being apprentices of a researcher etc.) 

 The basic tenet of the apprentice model is that you learn by engaging in the relevant practices of 

a field and practicing the skills required for good performance 

In addition, knowledge is embedded in context and it is often difficult for students to understand how 

abstract concepts get applied to concrete situations. Because of this, going from an abstract definition 

to a concrete situation is not necessarily the best way to structure instruction. 

http://people.ucsc.edu/~gwells/Files/Courses_Folder/ED%20261%20Papers/Situated%20Cognition.pdf


 The authors of the paper give an example about students learning vocabulary from abstract 

definitions: given the definition that “to stimulate” means “to stir up” some students can come 

up with sentences like “Mrs. Morrow stimulated the soup”. 

 The point here is that understanding of a word (just like understanding of a concept) becomes 

nuanced through understanding its usage in various contexts. 

Practitioners and students behave in very different ways when trying to understand the world (see Table 

1 in the paper). What is interesting is that regular people (referred to as “Just Plain Folks” or “JPFs”) 

engage in similar behaviors as practitioners (for example, they construct their understanding by 

negotiating meaning with others, or, in other words, understanding is socially constructed), but students 

are forced to engage in very different behaviors in the classroom (e.g., the concepts they learn are 

passed down from authority and are immutable, as opposed to being socially constructed). 

 Ben made the point that in his opinion, many of the concepts he teaches in research methods 

are negotiable (i.e., will have different meaning for different people). In addition, they are 

certainly socially constructed by a community of psychology (and other) researchers. 

 Ben also mentioned that he looked at how the concepts he teaches in Research Methods are 

defined in a textbook and found that the definitions are often so vague that he (an expert) 

would not know how to use it or really understand what certain definition mean. 

o Example: definition of content validity: “the measure contains all the parts that your 

theory says it should contain”. 

o This definition is very vague. To an expert, it can seem that it captures the concept, but 

an expert’s interpretation of the definition is heavily influenced by his/her knowledge of 

what this definition means in different contexts. To a student, seeing a definition like 

that which is divorced from a concrete situation is really useless. 

A question was posed: isn’t it that learning the definition is the first step? 

 It was discussed that knowing a definition is really meaningless in the absence of understanding 

how it applies in a concrete situation (i.e., understanding what the definition really means). 

 For example, if students know the definition of noise doesn’t mean that students understand 

that noise can be introduced by all the different factors you did not manipulate for which can 

influence your dependent variable (e.g., time of day). “Noise” means something different for 

different studies, and knowing the definition is meaningless, just like knowing that “to 

stimulate” means “to stir up” in the vocabulary example. 

The authors of the paper (and Ben) made the point that students should progress from an activity 

embedded in a context to a generalization of the concepts involved. By understanding how a concept is 

applied in various contexts, students can develop a nuanced understanding of those concepts better 

than by starting from an abstract (and often intimidating) definition. 



In addition, the authors of the paper also discuss the importance of enculturation, or helping students 

understand how practitioners in a field think about the field and problems in that field. A good example 

is given by Schoenfeld: 

 Students solve the magic square problem and afterwards, instead of moving on, Schoenfeld asks 

students “are we done?” 

 The answer to a mathematician is “no”: 

o Are there other solutions to this? 

o How do we approach problems like this in general? 

o What if the square is 4x4 instead of 3x3? Is there a method which can be generalized? 

What are the properties of these objects (magic squares)? 

 By having students discuss the problem in a way a mathematician would think about it, 

Schoenfeld was helping students understand what mathematical thinking is by getting them 

engaged in an authentic (mathematical) activity. 

 

Research Methods in Psychology 

 General goals of the course (a, b, c – see Ben’s powerpoint presentation) become increasingly 

complex 

 Research methods is an important course for Psychology majors (one of three core courses) and 

must be passed with a C or above. 

 Students have 2.5 hours of lecture and also 3 hours of lab per week. 

 In addition, this is the course with the highest fail rate in psychology (partly because students 

who get lower grades than C have to retake it to be admitted to the major). 

Some problems with the “traditional” research methods course: 

 Most Psychology students graduate without reading more than 5 scientific articles. 

o Their experience is not at all authentic 

o Scientists learn about research methods by reading and critiquing scientific articles, 

which is an aspect that is typically lacking from a “traditional” course  

 Definitions in conventional research methods textbooks are vague and it is difficult to 

understand how to apply them in concrete situations 

 Research methods is often taught using contrived studies (to reduce the complexity inherent in 

real studies), but they are very boring for Psychology students, who in their intro to psychology 

course have learned about many interesting real-world studies. 

Ben therefore wanted to make students’ experience authentic by making the course as close as 

possible to how graduate students learn to become scientists. 

 The transformed course uses real studies (and recent) interesting studies to help students 

develop the basic skills needed in doing research. 



Transformed Research Methods course: 

 At home: student read an article and answer questions 

o Ben briefly looks over student responses and decides what to focus class time on 

o For example, for each question, students indicate whether they think it’s important that 

this question gets discussed in class 

 Typically, the questions students get wrong are the ones they want to see 

discussed 

 This makes class time more productive since time is not wasted discussing 

things that the majority of students already understand 

 In class: students discuss the questions they answered at home in groups of three or four, after 

which there is a general class discussion moderated by the instructor 

o There are three Undergraduate Teaching Assistants (UTAs) for this course who (along 

with the instructor) walk around, listen in on student conversations and provide 

guidance 

 Ben meets with all the UTAs at the beginning of each week to discuss how the 

classes will be structured 

 The UTAs answer the questions as though they are students in the course, 

which helps them be better resources for students during the group discussions 

o Ben mentioned that he learns A LOT about how to improve the course from hearing 

how students reason about what they are learning 

o A question was raised about what motivates students to engage during group work 

(e.g., is it graded, are there individual quizzes which are related etc.) 

 From Ben’s and the UTAs’ observations, the students are quite engaged in the 

group discussions 

 It is possible that the real world studies used in the course help make what 

students are learning more interesting and relevant, and this can improve 

engagement 

 After class, an answer key is made available to students 

 The test is modeled to be similar to the homework: 

o Students read an article at home, but are not given any questions 

o They bring the article to the test and answer questions similar to the homework 

questions (not identical) 

o The point is NOT to memorize the article but know how to apply concepts they learned 

to various situations 

o The questions are multiple choice 

 For example, instead of drawing a causal theory of a study (like they would in a 

homework) students have to select one which is correct from a list. The 

incorrect answer choices are slight variations of the correct one and students 

really need to understand the study and what causal theory is in order to select 

the correct one. 



 Concrete example: the procrastination study which found that students who 

procrastinate, earn lower grades, exhibit more stress and have lower health 

overall at the end of a semester. The causal theory in Ben presentation could go 

in the opposite direction (lower health -> procrastination -> more stress -> lower 

grades). Which direction it goes is actually not a trivial matter and one needs to 

understand the study 

 Examples of authentic activities 

o Drawing a causal theory for a study 

o Understanding the various important concepts in research methods (e.g., construct 

validity, reliability etc.) in concrete situations 

 To psychologists it is often obvious that a particular statistical test they do 

supports something and they don’t say it explicitly. For example, 8b (“The two 

scales were highly correlated with each other”) helps establish convergent 

reliability. While this is obvious to psychologists (and they therefore don’t say it 

explicitly), it is certainly not obvious to students and they need to practice in 

order to develop a nuanced understanding of what “convergent reliability” 

means. 

o In addition to understanding what a psychological study is showing (via drawing causal 

diagrams, discussion of specific issues related to the study etc.) psychologists also have 

skills in critiquing other studies and thinking about alternative explanations to the 

results presented 

 In the class, students are explicitly asked questions to help them develop these 

skills 

 “Do you really believe this?” 

 “Can you come up with an alternative explanation? If you can come up 

with one, find a piece of text which supports it” 

Assessment 

Since the instructional design of the transformed Research Methods course is significantly different from 

how it was taught in the past (or is taught in other sections) it is difficult to do a controlled study of the 

effectiveness of the transformation (e.g., by comparing performance in two different sections, a 

transformed and a traditional one, on common questions in the final exam). Despite this difficulty, the 

following ideas were discussed: 

 One could collect student group work and look at correlations between performance on the group 

work and performance on the final exam: this would provide some indication (although imperfect) 

that the activities students engaged in during class were well designed. 

 Students in all sections of research methods also take a lab 

o In the lab, students do an actual experiment and must use the techniques learned in the 

course to analyze data collected and come up with plausible interpretations 



o A comparison could be made between the students who took the transformed research 

methods course and students who take the “traditional” section. Improved performance of 

students in the transformed section compared to the traditional one would indicate that the 

skills students learned in class transferred to an authentic research context 

o In addition, students in the labs can be asked questions like “to what extent did the research 

methods course you took help you in the lab section” 

 Students also have to write papers in this class, and the class will use an online peer review service 

which allows students to review each other’s papers. 

o The quality of reviews in the transformed course could be compared with the quality of 

reviews in the traditional course 


