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Personalizing Task Design

1. The learner engages with relevant and worthy 
inquiries that are interesting and/or emotionally 
gripping.

2. The learner engages in an active, intentional cycle 
with clear goals and right sized actionable steps. 

3. The learner engages in social and collaborative 
opportunities that grow expertise.



1. The learner 
engages with 
relevant and 
worthy inquiries 
that are 
interesting 
and/or 
emotionally 
gripping.
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David Perkins
+1. What theme or topic 
could I add that is not 
currently offered and that 
would incorporate big 
understandings?
— 2. What theme or topic 
could I expand, getting it out 
of its niche so that it speaks 
more broadly to learners' 
lives?
÷ 3. What theme or topic 
could I shrink significantly to 
make room for number 1 and 
2? 



Inspired by 
Standards

Inspired by Contemporary 
Challenges

Inspired by 
Big Ideas

• Civics and government: Roles 
and responsibilities of the 
government and the governed

• Statistics: Proportional 
reasoning to seek out 
inequalities, calculate fair 
share

• Ecosystems: How biotic 
members and abiotic factors 
work to maintain balance

• Argument: The act of 
persuading someone and the 
role of integrity

• Immigration and 
Refugee Crisis

• Life on Mars
• Terrorism, security, and 

living a “normal” life
• Voting
• Innovation — the next 

big thing that 
transforms how we live 
(e.g., personal genome 
sequencing, virtual 
reality, self-driving cars)

• Freedom — what does it mean, 
what does it look like (freedom 
from, freedom to…)

• What makes it work/run — e.g., 
car, government, family

• Energy is power — types of 
energy, connection between 
energy and government

• Heroes and villains — in 
literature, film, life and impact 
on others … hate and love are 
powerful forces
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2. The learner engages in an active, 
intentional cycle with clear goals and right 
sized actionable steps. 
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Extended Cycle of Expertise adapted from Gee 
(2008) cited in Alcock (2014). 



Getting comfortable 
with the “F” word
Failure is a natural part of 
learning

Feedback is key to further the 
learning

Deliberate focus on the parts 
that are difficult



3. The learner engages in 
social and collaborative 
opportunities that grow 
expertise. 
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Contemporary Students…

Previous Generations Generation Z/α
Verbal Visual

Sit and Listen Try and See
Teacher Facilitator

Job Security Flexibility
Commanding Collaborating

Curriculum-Centered Learner-Centered
Closed Book Exams Open Book World

Books and Paper Glass and Devices



Reflective Questions

What decisions are my students currently making? Are my 
students’ receivers or explorers?

Are students interested in the problems they are solving / projects 
they are doing? 

What degree of authenticity does the classroom / student work 
have?

How do I promote student decision-making in the exploration and 
evaluation of learning?
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Attributes to Personalize
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Illustrative Example: Science

Essential Questions

How do living things get 
energy?

Driving Questions
• What is photosynthesis?
• How does photosynthesis work? 
• How do plants get energy from 

the sun in places where it rains a 
lot of the time? 
• Do plants look different in places 

that are dry and sunny versus 
places where it rains a lot?
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Illustrative Example: World Languages

Essential Questions

How do cultural artifacts 
and practices reveal the 
beliefs and values of a 
people?

Driving Questions
• What is The Day of the Dead 

about?
• How does it compare to 

Halloween?
• Why is it important to the 

Mexican people?
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Example: 8th Grade Global Challenge

18



Illustrative Example: “Be the Change”
7th Grade Capstone project requires students to design a solution to a problem. 
1. Become experts in a topic of their choice and identify issues related to that 

topic (empathy). 
2. Look for greater understanding of issue by examining it from different 

perspectives and through the lens of a variety of disciplines (definition / 
integrated thinking). 

3. Brainstorm ideas for solutions and evaluate each of the solutions for 
reasonableness and potential of success (ideation). 

4. Select a solution to try and create a model (prototype).
5. Put idea / prototype out to others (colleagues, experts, stakeholders, etc.) 

for feedback (testing).
6. Using feedback, prototype and implementation plans are revised and then 

implemented. 19



Looking Back…
• When was the last time my 

learners generated questions or 
ideas they had a chance to 
pursue? 
• What were the questions or 

ideas based on?
• To what extent did those 

questions or ideas drive the 
learning experience?

Looking Forward…
• If I were to have them help 

create generate questions or 
ideas, what should they be 
based on?
• Articulating key parameters
• Honoring student agency

• If I were to support their 
questions and ideas, what might 
I need to start doing? Stop 
doing?
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Illustrative 
Example: 

Value Added

Collaborate to develop and execute an idea that 
will contribute to the aesthetic beauty and health 
of a place or community. This development 
process includes: 
• survey of the area/neighborhood to determine 

current condition
• interview people who use the space to find out 

their concerns and ideas
• propose and get approval for the project
• develop a plan of action and complete the task



Looking Back…
• When do I provide choices to 

demonstrate learning?
• How do I go about describing and 

supporting those choices?
• When have I used an audience 

(outside of me) to listen and 
provide feedback to the learners’ 
work?
• How did the learners receive that 

feedback?

Looking Forward…
• Where might be good places to 

provide choices to extend those 
choices?
• How might I/we seek out people 

who might be interested in 
providing feedback?
• What support might I need to 

provide for the audience?
• What support might I need to 

provide for the learners?
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Looking Back…
• How do I design scoring tools (e.g., 

checklist, rubric, look-fors) for 
learners? 
• How have I used those to help 

support the development of the 
assignment?
• How have I used those to help 

support their self-assessment?

Looking Forward…
• How might I include learners in 

the development of the scoring 
tools?
• How might I include learners in 

the evaluation of the work and the 
determination of next steps?
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Design Time

Taking Action
• Download the Word Document 

“Personalizing Performance Tasks”
• Design
• Be prepared to share ideas with a

partner

Key Criteria to Keep in Mind
• novel challenge, problem, scenario
• complexity that necessitates 

students to think strategically, 
rework, reexamine
• measures desired results 

(standards, key knowledge and 
skill, understanding)
• opportunity to frame challenge, 

problem, question or idea
• authenticity of audience and form


