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Authenticity or School-only? Meaningful learning inside schools 
Challenging the apparent distinction among educational researchers between ‘authenticity’ outside 

schools and ‘school-only’ inside schools, this paper investigates the concept of meaningfulness from 

different perspectives with a focus on formal learning in schools, as it states that teaching and learning 

inside school also can be authentic.  
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Research question  

When authenticity as opposed to school-only is not the answer, what might be an alternative response to 

the question of what constitutes the experience of meaningfulness in teaching and learning inside school? 

Background and method 

The PhD project, “Development of teachers’ competencies and ICT” (Fougt 2012) is an Intervention Study 

(Ravn, 2007; Oscarsson, 2008) whose purpose is to gain knowledge about the ways that teachers learn to 

use ICT; i.e. integrating ICT based on the subject matter in project-oriented “Situation-Based Teaching” 

(Fougt, 2013ab), where subject matter is meaningfully applied into social situations. This paper presents a 

part of the project, based on field studies and a theoretical discussion. 

The empirical data collection was completed during the school year 2012-2013 and entailed collaboration 

with 17 lower secondary school Danish teachers (mother tongue) from 4 different schools. Each teacher 

planned, completed and evaluated a Situation-Based Teaching course of 2-4 weeks’ duration in which the 

subject matter was integrated with ICT. Subsequently, the teachers systematically shared and discussed the 

individual project (knowledge sharing in teams).  

Preliminary results from the individual cases highlight a need for a discussion of the concept authenticity, as 

the results question the apparent understanding of authenticity in teaching and learning as related to 

outside schools (Purcell-Gates, Duke & Martineau, 2007; Bundsgaard, 2005; Fasting, Thygesen, Berge, 

Evensen & Valgle, 2009; Shaffer, 2006). 

Theoretical framework  

There seems to be a distinction among educational researchers between school and authenticity, e.g. on 

the one hand inside school (Hetmar, 2004, 2009), school-only (Purcell-Gates et al., 2007) or as-if 

(Bundsgaard, 2005; Fasting et al., 2009) and on the other hand the authentic (Bundsgaard, 2005) real-world 

(Shaffer, 2006) outside schools (Hetmar, 2009).  

The term authentic holds different meanings. In Dysthe (1997) it means “sincere” or “real” in the sense that 

the teacher has to be “sincerely” interested in the pupils’ answers when posing “real” questions: 

“Authentic questions that have no given answers” (Dysthe, 1997, p. 62, my translation). This type of 

authenticity can occur inside school (“school-only”) as well as in more “real-world”-school-activities.  At the 

other end of the continuum is an understanding of the term authentic as strictly related to outside schools 

as seen e.g. at Shaffer and Resnick (1999), Shaffer (2006), and Purcell-Gates et al. (2007, p. 14): 
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For this study, authentic literacy activity is defined as (a) reading and writing of textual types, 

or genres, that occur outside of a learning-to-read-and-write context and purpose, and (b) 

reading and writing those texts for the purposes for which they are read or written outside of 

a learning-to-read-and-write context and purpose. 

 At this end of the continuum there also seems to be a strong bias towards the authentic over school-only 

approaches. Authenticity seems to have positive connotations, while school-only seems to have negative 

connotations.   

Based on a theoretical discussion and with cases from my PhD project, this paper challenges the distinction 

between inside school and outside school as the main basis for distinguishing between authentic, 

meaningful and unauthentic, less meaningful teaching and learning. I argue that authentic teaching and 

learning should not be defined exclusively from outside-school-perspective, but perhaps it could be better 

understood with a conscious conception of different perspectives of meaningfulness.  

Commonly accepted theories of teaching and learning over the last 100 years stress that the best way to 

learn is to address a meaningful problem and apply the subject matters with exploratory discussions 

(Wegerif, 2004) in a social and project-oriented situation, because this promotes motivation and therefore 

the learning potential (e.g. Bundsgaard, Misfeldt & Hetmar, 2011, 2012; Blumenfeld, Kempler, Krajcik & 

Blumenfeld, 2006; Shaffer, 2006; Bundsgaard, 2005; Dewey, 1916). Motivation is a key word (Ford, 1992; 

Ainly, 2006), and several researchers have emphasized the motivational aspects connected with letting 

pupils work as professionals (Dewey, 1916, Freinet, 1969, Shaffer 2006, Bundsgaard 2008, cf. above), i. e. 

the real-world-outside-school-related meaning of the term authenticity. I agree, but I argue that these 

motivational aspects also can be found inside school. 

Danish didactic theorists Jeppe Bundsgaard, Vibeke Hetmar and Morten Misfeldt discuss the concept 

scenario based teaching, which they define as courses where pupils together simulate or act a meaningful 

practice, a scenario with real communication partners, different tasks, eventually different roles and with a 

real production objective (Bundsgaard et al., 2012, p. 30, cf. Hanghøj 2008). A leading principal behind 

scenario based teaching is Bundsgaard’s prototypical situation oriented curriculum logic (Bundsgaard, 

2006b; cf. Bundsgaard et al., 2011), which according to Bundsgaard is the coherent system of arguments 

behind the selection of subject learning in schools (Bundsgaard, 2011, p. 296). Bundsgaard argues with a 

view to the present and future of the pupils which he describes through five identities: person, citizen, 

worker, aesthete and consumer (Bundsgaard, 2006b). These five identities are all associated with the real-

world-outside-school-related meaning of the term authenticity (Shaffer, 2006; Purcell-Gates et al., 2007). 

In an article, drawing on a case study and a theoretical discussion, I have argued for an important and 

much-needed sixth identity: the learner (Fougt, 2013a). This identity covers the formal education all of us 

receive in the educational system and later through in-service training, i.e. the identity of learning to learn. 

To some extent, this is the kind of learning that Purcell-Gates et al. refer to as “school-only” (2007, p. 14) or 

the “as-if”, as Bundsgaard (2005) and Fasting et al. (2009) describe it.  In primary and secondary school the 

identity as learner is more or less accepted or rejected by the pupils, more or less consciously, whereas the 

learner identity is increasingly conscious among college and university students and trainees. If curriculum 

logic is based on the coherent system of arguments behind the selection of subject learning in schools 

(Bundsgaard, 2011:296), learning to learn – e.g. through teaching and exams in schools and high schools, 
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dissertations at the university and the as-if work of trainees – is equally important and meaningful to the 

learners’ present and future. It is also fundamental from a society perspective.  

The learner identity calls into question the distinction between inside school and outside school. To what 

extent are activities in schools to simulate “authentic”, real-world situations? How do we distinguish 

between a written assignment in school (school-only), a Masters’ dissertation (?) and a PhD Dissertation 

(authentic)?  

Results 

Based on analyses of 1) the curriculum for the Danish Subject, 2) course descriptions by the 17 involved 

teachers, 3) 76 lessons observed, 4) the pupils’ engagement and their products, and 5) interviews with each 

teacher, the empirical data show a continuum of meaningful teaching and learning. Some of the courses 

would be characterized as authentic in the real-world-outside-school-related meaning of the word, e.g. The 

Movie Academy, where pupils in groups were producing short movies on teenage lives to participate in a 

competition for the fictional “Danish Movie Academy”, or QR-code based book reviews, where selected 

books at the school library were reviewed with the review accessible to other pupils via a QR code in front 

of the book. But several other meaningful projects would best be characterized as school-only. In one 

course, teenage pupils had to present their personal narratives regarding childhood, future education, work 

and family with a Prezi-presentation (Fougt, 2013a). Another class was producing photo stories on teenage 

life seen from different age groups to show them to their parents, a third class was producing letters, 

poems and photo stories of the social injustice in Danish late 1800-century writings. A fourth and a fifth 

class was focusing on how to write assignments or co-writing an analysis of commercials in Google.docs. All 

these courses would best be characterized as “school-only”, as they only occur in school, but yet they still 

seemed meaningful to the pupils, their teachers and the curriculum. Are these kinds of formal learning 

activities inside schools less authentic or meaningful because they are school-only?  

The inside schools perspective does not hold the answer either. When informal learning settings such as 

computer games are recontextualized (Bernstein, 1996) into formal school settings, results are often poor 

(Hanghøj, 2011). However, as Hanghøj (2011, p.22) notes, “It is often argued that computer games hold a 

large and untapped potential for learning” as another of the 17 courses from my empirical data shows. A 

key problem inside schools seems to be the time spent on “… acquiring isolated skills through repeated 

practice” (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999, p. 11). Teaching is a cultural activity, and pupils are used to being pupils: 

“They play their traditional roles” (Stiegler & Hiebert, 1999, p. 99). 

Discussion 

As suggested above, some school-only-activities can be meaningful, and therefore authenticity ouside 

school is not the (only) answer to meaningful teaching and learning inside schools. This calls for further 

investigation into the concept meaningfulness. From which perspective is meaningfulness defined and what 

are the consequences? From the curriculum? From the pupils? From the situation? From the teacher? From 

society? Or from the future lives of the pupils?  

For example, the storyline approach to teaching (Falkenberg & Håkonsson, 2000) is per say as-if but yet still 

meaningful to teachers, pupils, and the curriculum with a large learning potential (Falkenberg, 2011; Fougt, 

2013b), where the pupils have the possibility to imagine, act, investigate, make hypotheses and reflect on 

their experiences (c.f. Dewey, 1916 and scenario didactics (Hanghøj, Misfeldt, Bundsgaard, Dohn & Fougt, 
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in press)). Danish author Henrik Pontoppidan is meaningful to the curriculum (he is on the “Danish Cannon” 

list) and perhaps to the teacher, but perhaps not to the pupils. Grammar may be meaningful to the teacher, 

but arguably not to all pupils. Rap lyrics may be meaningful to some pupils, but not to others. National tests 

appear meaningful to the Danish Ministry of Education, but perhaps not to teachers or pupils. Making a 

newspaper may be meaningful to the teacher, the curriculum and some of the pupils, but perhaps not all 

(Cf. Henderson, 2008; Fougt, 2009). Playing a computer game at home is meaningful to some teenagers, 

but perhaps not to the pupils in school and perhaps not to the teacher (cf. above; cf. Hanghøj 2011).  

American motivational theorist Martin E. Ford sums up his motivation theory in a symbolic (i.e. not 

mathematical) formula:  “Motivation = Goals x Emotions x Personal Agency Beliefs” (Ford 1992, p. 78). Ford 

stresses that the goal is the single most important factor (1992, p. 206) and that the personal agency belief 

is inextricably connected to the goal (1992, p. 125). Swedish didactic theorists Staffan Selandar and Anna-

Lena Rostvall reverse the argument and stress the meaningfulness: “When students perceive actions and 

phenomena as meaningful, they can independently and actively act towards a goal” (Selandar & Rostwald, 

2008, p. 27, my translation).  What would happen if we understood meaningfulness and thereby 

authenticity as related to the goal seen from the learner’s point-of-view? 

A vital part of the role that school holds in society is to prepare pupils for their future lives. Here lies a 

conflict owing to the fact that the logic and meaningfulness of adult lives through the six identities as 

person, citizen, worker; aesthete, consumer (Bundsgaard, 2006b) and learner (Fougt, 2013a) are not 

necessarily meaningful to pupils. In other words, a vital part of the teacher’s didactic design (Selander & 

Rostvall, 2008) is to make the activity meaningful and thereby authentic to the pupil. My preliminary results 

clearly indicate that authenticity outside school is not the one and only answer, and the empirical data has 

shown that the concept of meaningfulness can be seen from several angles. Therefore, I argue that 

authenticity should be defined by sincere or real interests among communicating partners in honest 

relations and with a clear product orientation. Then, authenticity depends on whether the learner accepts 

or rejects the learner identity. 
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