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Authenticity 
Three views 

situation 
task 

language 



First, let’s play an alphabet game! 
You need a pen and paper. 
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• Name	  all	  the	  creatures	  
you	  know,	  	  in	  
alphabe6cal	  order.	  	  

• A	  is	  for	  alligator,	  B	  is	  
for	  …,	  C	  is	  for	  …	  

 
On your own!  
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Play it again, but in pairs 
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Play one last time, in a group,  
with a new image 
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X-ray Fish (Pristella maxillaris) 
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What is the significance of the three tasks?  

1      2      3 
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Are these 
authentic 
tasks? 
Let’s step 
back.  



Authenticity 

• Authenticity 
is a slippery 
concept.  

• It’s also a 
relatively 
new 
concept that 
continues to 
evolve. 
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18th century 

• The New England 
Primer, 1771 

• “A wise son maketh a 
glad father, but a foolish 
son is the heaviness of 
his mother.” 
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The 
Monroe 
Reader, 
1871 

19th  
century 
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20th century 
Who was  
Zerna Sharp?  
(1889 -1981) 
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Zerna Sharp  
(1889 -1981) 
Teacher & writer 

As she traveled from 
school to school, she 
noticed that children 
had reduced reading 
levels. She thought they 
should identify with the 
characters and learn 
one word at a time, 
repeated every third 
page.  
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20th century 

Dick and Jane, 1927 
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Authentic: Yes/No/maybe?  

1. “Oh! Look! Oh, oh, 
Look!” 

2. “Oh, father. See 
funny Dick. Dick can 
play. Oh, mother. Oh, 
Father. Jane can 
play. Sally can play.”  
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Authentic vs. Aspirational?  
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New toys and  
technologies 
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Huge gender 
role issues! 
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But even when dad  
makes it to the kitchen … 
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Catholic & Seventh 
Day Adventist Editions 
from 1940S to 1960S 

ADAPTING TO 
LOCAL CONCERNS 
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There were also Canadian and 
French-Canadian, versions 
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But does localization 
equal authenticity?  



1964 Civil Rights Act 
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1965: introduction of  
black characters 
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Authenticity vs. 
pedagogical purpose?  
 
Is this conversation 
authentic?  

21st century 
Starship English 
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21st century 
Starship English 
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Which is more 
important,  
authenticity or 
pedagogy?  



• Vocabulary 
• Questions 
• Answers 
• Numbers 
• Colors 
• Punctuation 
• Conjunctions 
• Contractions 
• Pronouns 
• Verbs: to be, to do, 

 to have 
• Subject-verb 

agreement 

21st century 
Pedagogical tasks 

Starship English 

28 



Authenticity 
Three views 

situation 
task 

language 



The theoretical perspective:  
Defining authenticity 

• Nunan (1988) “those [materials] which have 
been produced for purposes other than to 
teach language” (p. 99)  

• Rogers & Medley (1988) the criteria should 
include the quality, appropriateness and 
naturalness of the language rather than the 
source and purpose of the sample 

• Widdowson (2012): language has to do with 
genuineness and is a social construct 

• Cardew (2006) “just because the materials are 
authentic, it is no guarantee that the lesson will 
be successful.” 
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Authenticity 

language 



No PARSNIP! 

Topics to be 
avoided: 
politics, alcohol, 
religion, sex, 
narcotics, isms 
(communism 
for example) 
and pork. 

32 



Look at four language excerpts:  
 

Which of the following 
four excerpts is an 
example of authentic 
language?  
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Excerpt 1: 

A: Where are you going?  
B: I’m going to the post office.  
A: What are you doing?  
B: I’m buying some paper and two envelopes. 
A: What’s he doing?  
B: He’s writing a postcard. 
A: Who is it for?  
B: It’s for his grandma.  
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an authentic situation/task?  
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Excerpt 2: 

A: Wow, this spider can bite. It has big fangs. 
B: Have you ever been bitten by a spider?  
A: No, but I’ve been stung by a bee, and it hurt.  
B: Let’s look at that bee over there. It’s the biggest 
bee I’ve ever seen! 
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Excerpt 2 
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A: Wow, this spider 
can bite. It has big 
fangs. 
B: Have you ever 
been bitten by a 
spider?  
A: No, but I’ve been 
stung by a bee, and it 
hurt.  
B: Let’s look at that 
bee over there. It’s 
the biggest bee I’ve 
ever seen! 



Excerpt 3: 

A. How was Egypt? 
B: It was great. We were taken to some 
really interesting places by our guides. 
A: What did you like the best? 
B: I liked the pyramids and The Great 
Sphinx.  
A: What’s so good about the pyramids?  
B: Well, they’re huge and they’re built from 
really big blocks of stone. And they’re about 
4,000 years old!  
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Excerpt 4: 

A: Do you think we could watch a movie?  
B: Ah, yeah. That’s gonna happen. Have you 

practiced piano?  
A: I’ll just get a snack first? 
B: Sure. We can eat it during the movie. 
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Excerpt 4: What would a teacher or textbook 
do? 
 
A: Do you think we cCould we watch a movie?  
B: Ah, yeah. That’s gonna happen. No, we can’t. 

Have you practiced piano?  
A: No, I haven’t. I’ll just get May I have a snack 

first? 
B: Sure. We can eat it during the movie. No, you 

may not. 
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Can authenticity of language go 
too far?  
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Authenticity 

task 



 
 

1      2      3 
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inauthentic, constructed, authentic 
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Inauthentic, constructed, authentic? 



Making choices 

48 



Listening discrimination 
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Role-play 
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Personalize 
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Authenticity 

situation 



What are the opportunities  
for learning in place?  
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Authentic  
situation: 
Moscow’s  
Pushkin 
Museum,  
The Porch  
of the Caryatids 
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Where’s the authenticity 
in the situation?  
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an authentic situation/task?  
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An authentic situation/task?  
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Authentic  
Situation:  
going to  

the  
dentist? 



What’s the range?  

•  Inauthentic 
 
•  Constructed 
  
•  Authentic  
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And selected materials … 

We continually 
make choices 
about what 
language, tasks 
and situations we 
use to engage our 
students.  
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What can we take away 
from all of this?  



Four rules 
1. Construct materials from authentic 
sources to familiarize learners with 
language: vocabulary, structure and usage.  
2. Develop learner strategies to deal with 
the unexpected in authentic language, 
tasks and situations. 
3. Create pedagogical scenarios for 
roleplays in which learners play parts 
connected with their own realities. 
4. Introduce authentic materials learners 
are likely to come across and develop 
realistic L1 course content in terms of 
language, tasks and situations (but don’t 
reinvent the wheel). 
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Rethink authenticity 
Authentic?  “… both educators and 

materials designers need to 
stop thinking about 
authenticity as a dictated 
imperative having an ‘either-
or’ quality but rather think of 
it as being multifaceted and 
applicable to different 
phases of language 
classroom processes.”  
(Shomoossi & Ketabi, 2007)  
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Questions? 
 
Dr. Ken Beatty 
kenbeatty@mac.com 


