Authentic Intellectual
Achievement in Writing

KENDRA S1SSERSON, CARMEN K. MANNING, ANNIE KNEPLER, AND DAVID A. JOLLIFFE

t was the last day of the summer workshop, and the language arts teachers didn’t want to

stop talking about what they’d discovered—a way to elicit more challenging work from

their students. “In my school, we're interested in increasing the intellectual quality of

the work our students do, but this is the first opportunity I've had to really talk about

what that might look like in their writing,” volunteered Lucinda. “My colleagues and I teach

using the writing process,” said Judy, “and our students are writing more than ever. This year

we plan to devote departmental meetings to discussing not only how they're writing, but also

what they're writing. These criteria will help us
guide those conversations.”

As facilitators for the project that had
brought them together, we listened intently to our
teacher-colleagues describe how they planned to in-
corporate the summer’s experiences in their schools
and classrooms. The goal of the project was to as-
sess the intellectual quality of writing produced in
Chicago’s public schools. The teachers had analyzed
writing assignments and students’ work, using cri-
teria that the authors of this article and Fred New-
mann had developed to describe what we call
Authentic Intellectual Achievement (AIA) in writ-
ing. The enthusiasm and feedback of our teacher-
colleagues confirmed our belief that the research
effort we’d been involved in for several years could
help teachers in their daily classroom practice.

Considering Constructivism
and Avthenticity

The theory of ATIA draws on theories of, and invites
new conversations on, constructivism and authen-
ticity. Constructivism, perhaps best understood as a
theory about learning that suggests new ways to
think about our teaching (Cohen, McLaughlin, and

Talbert; Einbender and Wood; Newmann and As-
sociates), argues that students learn best when they
acquire strategies to construct new knowledge from
interactions between what they already know and
information they encounter in new social contexts.
Constructivism challenges views of the learning pro-
cess as a “transmission of information to passive re-
ceivers” (Newmann, Marks, and Gamoran 284).
Research indicates that constructivist practices can
boost achievement on both conventional measures,
such as standardized tests, and performance-based
ones, such as portfolios. What’s more, all students
can benefit. (For a discussion of these practices
for disadvantaged children, see Knapp, Shields,
and Turnbull.)

Constructivism does not prescribe specific
teaching practices; rather, it asks us to think differ-
ently about how students learn. A teacher following
constructivist philosophy may, for instance, incor-
porate students’ prior experiences into lessons, em-
phasize higher-order thinking and problem-solving,
ask students to demonstrate understanding through
a variety of forms of expression, and encourage col-
laboration and experimentation. Many consider the
writing process essentially constructivist, as it advo-
cates such practices as discoven'ng one’s own voice,
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writing on topics of personal interest, and encour-
aging feedback from real audiences (Grabe and Ka-
plan 87).

These activities might also be called authen-
tic, and the theory of AIA asks us to think carefully
about what we mean by that term. Authentic has
been used synonymously with performance to sug-
gest instructional activities that physically resemble
real-world activities. This carries the risk of allow-
ing student participation in an activity to stand as the
goal of the activity, without regard to the intellectual
quality of the work students perform or produce.
This may be particularly dangerous in the writing
classroom, where the very act of writing may be seen
as authenticating the writing assignment. We use the
term authentic to describe the cognitive connec-
tions that an assignment demands. In this spirit, we
see meaningful work in school as preparation for the
future intellectual demands of productive employ-
ment, responsible citizenship, and successful man-
agement of personal affairs.

In other words, when students
conduct disciplined inquiry
in the pursuit of constructing
new knowledge concerning
a topic, issue, or situation that has
personal meaning, then they are
preparing for the intellectual

demands of adult society.

As illustrated in Table 1, AIA can be defined
by three principles: construction of knowledge, dis-
ciplined inquiry, and value beyond school (New-
mann). The principle of construction of knowledge
recognizes that adult, real-world problems require
us to construct, rather than reproduce, meaning or
knowledge and to express it in a variety of ways. The
principle of disciplined inquiry arises from the be-
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lief that in the course of daily life adults are called
upon to understand concepts in depth and to ex-
press ideas through elaborated communication. Fi-
nally, the principle of connection to students’ lives
recognizes that adults who write letters, fix engines,
compute taxes, or pitch baseballs are motivated by
goals beyond proving their capability, and therefore
in preparing for adult life, students should be given
assignments that hold some meaning for them be-
yond earning grades and proving their competence.

In other words, when students conduct dis-
ciplined inquiry in the pursuit of constructing new
knowledge concerning a topic, issue, or situation
that has personal meaning, then they are preparing
for the intellectual demands of adult society.

Translating AIA into Criteria
for Language Arts

To study the quality of intellectual work in writing in
Chicago’s schools, we translated these principles into
three criteria for teachers’ writing assignments and
three for the writing that students completed in re-
sponse to these assignments.

Let us clarify two assumptions. First, we
hope these criteria will serve as guidelines and con-
versation starters, not absolute standards or a rubric
for assigning grades. Our criteria do not offer a com-
prehensive measure of good writing, but a way of
looking at authentic intellectual work in writing;
other qualities of good writing, such as organization
and voice, are not addressed here. We certainly do
not intend to challenge the writing process, but to
offer a way to discuss what students produce when
they compose. Second, we do not assume that the
only “good” assignments are ones that conform to
our principles. We do not argue against basic skills
or information, but ask that teachers also consider
what students should do with those skills and that
information. Would you want a car mechanic who
didn’t know the parts of the engine to fix your car?
Would you trust a historian who didn’t have the facts
straight? Of course not. On the other hand, you
would want the mechanic to be able to analyze what
was wrong, and history does us little good if we don’t
examine the causes and results of historical events.

Construction of Knowledge

Construction of knowledge (CK) evaluates the de-
gree to which assignments call for and student work



TABLE 1.
NEWMANN’S THEORY OF AUTHENTIC INTELLECTUAL ACHIEVEMENT AS APPLIED TO WRITING

Newmann’s Principles

Newmann’s Principles Reconceptualized for Writing*

Criteria for Assignments
in Writing

Criteria for Student Work
in Writing

Construction of Knowledge:
Adult problems cannot be
solved by routine, rote
application of information,

or skills.

Construction of Knowledge: The
assignment asks students to
interpret, analyze, synthesize, or
evaluate information in writing
about a topic, rather than merely
to reproduce information.

Construction of Knowledge: Student
performance demonstrates
interpretation, analysis, or
evaluation in order to construct
knowledge, rather than merely to
reproduce information.

Disciplined Inquiry: Adults
use an a priori knowledge
base, strive for in-depth
understanding rather than
superficial awareness, and
express their ideas and
findings through elaborated
communication.

Elaborated Written Communication:

The assignment asks students to
draw conclusions or make
generalizations or arguments and
support them through extended
writing,

Elaborated Written Communication:
Student performance demonstrates
an elaborated, coherent account

that draws conclusions or makes
generalizations or arguments and
supports them with examples,
details, illustrations, facts, or reasons.

Value Beyond School: Adults
communicate ideas that have
an impact on others beyond
the simple demonstration
that they are competent.

Connection to Students’ Lives:
The assignment asks students to
connect the topic to experiences,
observations, feelings, or situations
significant to their lives.

Form and Conventions: Student
performance demonstrates
proﬁciency in grammar, usage,
mechanics, and vocabulary
appropriate to grade level.

*Based on ideas first published in Newmann, Lopez, and Bryk.

demonstrates interpretation, analysis, synthesis, or
evaluation. Assignments that emphasize CK ask stu-
dents to move beyond reproducing information to
apply one or more of these cognitive skills. An as-
signment that asks students to recount information
on Mexico that they download from the Internet does
not require them to construct knowledge to the same
degree as does an assignment asking them to com-
pare a Mexican village to their own neighborhoods. In
turn, student work should go beyond paraphrasing
information they read, heard, or viewed. Retelling the
plot of Richard Wright's Black Boy primarily involves
reproducing information, whereas examining the
novel to write about the effects of racism on a young
boy in the South requires interpretation of the nar-
rator’s motivations and analysis of his character.

We chose the terms interpretation, analysis,
synthesis, and evaluation to capture a full range of
cognitive processes; an assignment or piece of work
needs only to target one of these cognitive skills to
demonstrate CK. We do not see them as hierarchi-
cal, where evaluation, for example, represents a

higher cognitive function than interpretation. (In
this way, we differ significantly from Bloom’s taxon-
omy.) The boundaries between these skills are fluid
rather than distinct, and we often apply more than
one at a time. If we compare two political candi-
dates, for example, we analyze their platforms, in-
terpret their slogans and speeches, synthesize
information from various sources, and evaluate their
potential as leaders.

Elaborated Written Communication

Elaborated written communication (EWC) mea-
sures the extent to which an assignment asks stu-
dents to elaborate, which by our definition requires
students both to state an original point and support
it with evidence. Applied to student work, this cri-
terion evaluates the degree to which the work
demonstrates elaboration. The original point may
be a conclusion, a generalization, or an argument;
the evidence may be examples, details, illustrations,
facts, or reasons.
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Teacher’s Assignment

Instructions: We usually think that money or objects of great
value will give us happiness. However, in the novel The Pear/
we see this does not happen. Give specific examples from
the novel to show how wealth can bring unhappiness. You
may relate your own experience to the event of the novel.

Construction of Knowledge

The above assignment calls for a moderate amount of CK.
Notably, the teacher provides analysis for students when he
or she says, “Give specific examples from the novel to show
how wealth can bring unhappiness.” Providing examples to
support the teacher’s analysis that wealth can bring unhap-
piness requires only moderate cognitive work on the part of
the student. The assignment would be high in its call for CK
if the teacher asked students to make their own analyses.

Elaborated Written Communication

The assignment calls for moderate EWC. The prompt provides
the generalization (“. . . wealth can bring unhappiness”)
and asks students to provide support (“. . . examples from
the novel”). The assignment would be high on EWC if it
asked students to both provide their own generalizations
and support them with evidence from the novel.

Connection to Students’ Lives

This assignment would also be in the middle in its call for
students to connect the topic to their lives. Students are not
required to make such connections in order to complete the
assignment in a satisfactory manner. However, the teacher
does say in the assignment, “You may relate your own ex-
perience to the event of the novel,” allowing students the
opportunity to relate the topic o their own lives.

We stress that elaborated writing includes
both original points and support, and it is coherent,
which by our definition means that there is a logi-
cal connection between the original point and its
support. Students are commonly asked either to
watch a movie, look at a picture, or read a text and
then draw a conclusion about it, or to support a gen-
eralization with reasons, facts, or details. In the
common parlance of the classroom, elaboration
often means adding sensory details to help the
reader see the object of a description, offering rea-
sons to persuade the principal to allow the class to
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go on a field trip, researching statistics to argue that
teens shouldn’t smoke, or finding evidence in To
Kill a Mockingbird that supports the assertion that
Boo Radley is a sympathetic character. Similarly,
students may review a list of descriptors about a
character to form a conclusion about that charac-
ter, read a poem to determine what the poet meant
by a certain image, or examine an article to reveal
the writer’s argument. The intellectual work sug-
gested here is similar to hunting in the closet for
the second shoe in a pair: with the first shoe in hand,
the goal is clear, but the student must find the sec-
ond shoe to complete the picture.

AIA suggests that valuable intellectual activ-
ity has a better chance of occurring if students are
not given the first shoe. The activities listed in the
above paragraph are valuable, but we hope that stu-
dents are also given opportunities to supply both
halves of the equation: make an argument, draw a
conclusion, or suggest a generalization and sub-
stantiate it in a coherent piece of writing.

Connection to Students’ Lives

AIA requires the formation of significant connections
between the work students do in school and their own
lives; we believe such connections strengthen the pro-
cess of making meaning. One could claim that such
connections are automatic when, for example, stu-
dents read and write about teenage protagonists in
literature. We argue that students appreciate the con-
nection more keenly if they are asked to consider how
what they've read, heard, or seen might influence
their thoughts or actions after the bell rings. The spirit
of this criterion, then, is to facilitate an interaction be-
tween what students learn in the classroom and their
lives at home, on the sports field, or at work.

This criterion also calls us to question what
constitutes authentic activity. In the name of authen-
ticity, students are often asked to write letters, busi-
ness reports, or journals. Yet in our view, writing a
letter to a customer-service representative asking for
arefund on a defective product is not a truly authen-
tic assignment unless the product and the defect are
actually part of the student’s life. Writing a letter to the
city council asking them to repair the pothole on the
bike path leading to school, on the other hand, could
be. To truly serve an authentic purpose, students
should go through the processes of discerning how a
citizen can effect change, learning to whom such a
letter should go, and determining the most likely



means of achieving a successful response to a real
problem. We invite teachers to consider how journal
writing, too, can be used as authentically as possible.

Grammar, Usage, Mechanics,
and Vocabulary (GUMV)

We all must command certain skills and conventions
in order to clearly communicate our thoughts and
ideas. Proficiency in GUMYV represents a student’s
mastery of language. In keeping with NCTEs crite-
ria for the “Essentials of English,” we believe students
should “become aware how grammar represents the
orderliness of language and makes meaningful com-
munication possible” and “recognize that precision
in punctuation, capitalization, spelling, and other
elements of manuscript form is a part of the total
effectiveness of writing” (www.ncte.org/positions/
essentials.html).

Applying AIA

The AIA criteria provide a framework for evaluating
assignments to determine if they truly demand the
intellectual activities we want students to experi-
ence. Similarly, the criteria help us look at student
writing to assess how well our students meet the
authentic intellectual demands our assignments
present. Included here is a sample application of
these criteria to a short assignment for John Stein-
beck’s The Pearl. (See Sidebar.) We discuss the
teacher’s assignment and two first-draft student re-
sponses, avoiding absolute values (such as numbers)
in favor of more general terms (moderate, substan-
tial, etc.) in order to allow discussion groups to con-
sider their own scales.

Student Sample 1

In the novel The Pearl, money and objects of great
value didn’t bring happiness to Kino or his family.
Kino was very determined to sell the pearl and get
enough money to send Coyotito to school and give
him and his family a good life. Juana knew that the
pearl was evil. She knew it would bring bad things
to the family. She wanted Coyotito to go to school,
but not by relying on the pearl, because it was
bringing only bad luck.

In the end, the pearl brought evil to everyone’s
life. The pearl buyers fought over the pearl; robbers
tried to get the pearl. Kino had to kill an invader. He
hit Juana and his actions became more evil as the
novel progressed. Finally, Coyotito was killed.

Juana was afraid that if they got the money
from the pearl they wouldn’t be the same. They

wouldn’t have peace. They would live with evil
until they didn’t have money anymore. Everyone
said the pearl was from the devil. The pearl was
bringing devilish things and no one wanted Kino to
keep the pearl, especially not Juana.

Construction of Knowledge

Student Sample 1 begins with a restatement of the
teacher’s analysis given in the writing prompt. The
student addresses this analysis, but also adds his or
her own. The student makes analyses throughout
the paper, such as, “. .. the pearl brought evil to
everyone’s life” and “Juana was afraid that if they got
the money from the pearl they wouldn't be the
same.” However, the student also reproduces infor-
mation from the story without doing anything with
it—for instance, citing it in support of an analysis or
synthesizing it to form a conclusion about the story.
Overall, we identify a fairly substantial amount of
CK in this response.

Student Sample 2

In The Pearl, there were money problems. As in
real life, lack of money makes life difficult. Kino
and Juana thought selling the pearl would solve
problems such as trying to pay for the doctor. I
can relate to that problem when I was in the doc-
tor’s office with my mother and this lady wanted
to see the doctor but she didn’t want to wait. The
lady was real impatient and she started to act
very badly.

The Pearl demonstrated other problems that
dealt with money, such as when they were trying to
sell the pearl but no one wanted to buy it. This
problem reminds me of when my friends and I
were on First Avenue and a hustle man tried to sell
us some ankle socks. None of us wanted to buy
them. One reason was that they didn't fit any of us.
Another was that he wanted too much money for
the socks. Finally, the main reason was that the
socks were dirty. The man was upset that we
wouldn’t buy the socks, he probly [sic] had money
problems, too.

The Pearl gave many reasons why Kino and
Juana wanted money, and much evidence of their
money problems. In the end, the pearl didn’t bring
them money or solve their problems.

Student Sample 2 provides an interesting
contrast to the first sample. The student took a very
different approach to constructing a response. In-
stead of doing direct analysis, this student chose to
relate the story to events in his or her own life,
picking up on the part of the assignment that said,
“You may relate your own experience . ..” The
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method of analysis is different from Student Sam-
ple 1, but this student is working at demonstrating
an understanding of the novel, and he or she con-
structs knowledge with comparisons between the
story and his or her own life. We don't feel that this
student makes solid connections throughout, but
he or she does a good job interpreting a theme of
the novel, the impact of poverty, at various points
in the response. We see a student who is striving to
construct knowledge but doesn’t quite hit the mark
in each personal example related to the story’s
meaning. Therefore, this student work contains
some CK; we can see how to help this student
make more appropriate comparisons in a further
draft of this response.

Elaborated Written Communication

The quality of EWC in Student Sample 1 is mod-
erate, but uneven. The first paragraph is not elab-
orated well. There are unsupported generalizations,
as well as support that is not tied to a generaliza-
tion. The second paragraph is both elaborated and
coherent, by our definition. The student begins
with the generalization “. . . the pearl brought evil
to everyone’s lives,” then goes on to provide appro-
priate and consistent support for that generaliza-
tion with details from the story. The third paragraph
is elaborated moderately well; the writer supports
the main idea that Juana realized the pearl’s evil in-
fluence, but shifts focus a bit in the fourth sentence
with “Everyone said . . .” The response, taken as a
whole, is moderately coherent by our definition. It
focuses on the idea that the pearl brought evil in-
stead of happiness, but the connections between
the support and the overall generalization are not
always clear. (The writer might, for example, switch
paragraphs two and three and add a concluding sen-
tence or two.)

Student Sample 2 is comprised entirely of
generalizations and their support. It is not an ex-
emplar of the support we would like from students
(we would like to see a stronger connection than
is suggested by “This problem reminds me of
when . . .”), but this student does understand the
concept of making a generalization and supporting
it with specifics and successfully uses this strategy.
The student is ready for the teacher to help make
the elaboration stronger and more appropriate;
therefore, this paper demonstrates substantial evi-
dence of EWC.
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Grammar, Usage, Mechanics,
and Vocabulary

Both student papers demonstrate a satisfactory use
of GUMV. There are some errors, but they present no
problem for understanding each student’s meaning.

Thinking about AIA in Our Practice

While we see our criteria as valuable tools for de-
scribing the nature and quality of the authentic in-
tellectual demands of teachers’ assignments and
student work, we believe their most valuable use is
to motivate and guide conversations among teach-
ers who want to ensure that they are encouraging
meaningful work from their students. We invite ed-
ucators to share assignments and student work and
to join in frank, extended discussions based on these
suggestions.

* Look carefully at individual writing assign-
ments and ask whether each assignment
explicitly calls for students to construct
knowledge—to do something with the
information or perspectives they have
garnered by reading, listening, observing,
or discussing. If an assignment does not
call for CK, consider whether you can
justify that fact.

* Ask whether the projects and assignments
you give to students explicitly call for
EWC. If an assignment does not, consider
whether you can justify that fact.

* Consider how the array of writing assign-
ments you give to students in a grading
period relate to one another in terms of CK
and EWC. Which assignments could most
strongly emphasize CK and/or EWC?
From one course to another, or from
one grade level to the next, discuss how
to incrementally introduce students to
principles of CK and EWC in writing.

* Consider which assignments should be
most strongly connected to students’ lives.
Have honest discussions about both the
benefits and the drawbacks of asking stu-
dents to inquire into and write about topics
connected to their lives, realizing that
such topics may be fraught with emotional,
personal, or family difficulties for some
students. How might these connections
be drawn without exacerbating these
students’ difficulties?



e Share student papers together and discuss
what it is you are looking for when you
teach and assess GUMYV. In our scheme, we
consider it vital to determine if errors inter-
fere with the reader’s ability to glean
meaning from a paper; we appreciate stu-
dents’ attempts to “stretch” their abilities
and do not weigh it heavily when, for in-
stance, a student misspells a word he or she
is not expected to know; and we recognize
that an exemplary paper may have some
error. Decide if you do or do not agree.

We realize that the principles of AIA may
also call for larger systemic changes. They encour-
age teaching practices that creatively and critically
engage students in the process of learning. They in-
dicate that teachers need time and space in the
school day to meet and that sharing the work of our
classrooms must be the core component of these
discussions, not relegated to the time available after
discussion of duty schedules and textbook inventory.
Finally, the principles may call for changes in our
means of assessment and a reevaluation of notions
of school accountability. Discussions about the rigor
of our assignments and the intellectual quality of our
students” work represent a step in the right direc-
tion. Through these conversations we can begin to
advocate for less emphasis on standardized test
scores and more emphasis on the intellectual qual-
ity of both our students’ work and our own.

Note

This research was supported by the Consortium on Chi-
cago School Research with funding provided primarily by the
Chicago Annenberg Challenge and the Spencer Foundation, the
Joyce Foundation, and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur
Foundation. This article reflects the opinions of its authors and
does not necessarily represent those of the Consortium on Chi-
cago School Research or its funding agencies.
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