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Personalizing Task Design

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

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

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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Consider… 
+1 What theme or topic could I add that is not 
currently offered and that would incorporate 
big understandings?

— What theme or topic could I expand, getting 
it out of its niche so that it speaks more broadly 
to learners' lives?

÷ What theme or topic could I shrink 
significantly to make room for number 1 and 2?

- David Perkins



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). 



Worthy goals

•Accessible 
language
•Challenging 
• Integration of 

content and 
dispositions



Example —
Grade 1 
Math

I can show and solve addition facts.
I can pay attention to striving for 
accuracy when I work on my addition 
facts.

I can model and solve word problems 
involving addition within 10.
I can apply past knowledge to new 
situations when I think about other 
addition problems.
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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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Design Challenge — What is a compelling 
challenge you want your learners to tackle?
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Questions on Minds of your Students

•Why do I have to learn 
this?
•How is this work

relevant?
•How will my work be 

judged?





TEACHER GENERATED: 
• Teacher provides essential question, issue, or 

problem
• Student explores and develops to address, 

investigate, and/or create 



Sample: Teacher Generated
Sinking and Floating (K-1)

1. Given a series of objects (e.g., apple and pumpkin) 
students make predictions about whether they will sink 
or float. 

2. Then, they will test out their predictions and record the 
results. 

3. Students will propose other objects to test based on their 
generalizations.
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Sample: Co-Created 
Interdisciplinary (Gr. K-1)

Can you help me find my way? We know how 
frustrating it is to be lost and that happens to new 

people that come to our school. As a team, you will 
work together to create a set of directions from the 

main office to a location in the school. 

Key Criteria:
• Accurate description using positional words and nonstandard 

or standard units of measure 
• Clear and friendly “how-to” recording



Ideas to shift slider toward Co-Created…
- Focus on having students practice Habit of Questioning 

and Problem Posing
- Model use of process (e.g., PBL, Design Thinking) and 

begin to invite students to the design table





Sample: Co-Created
Library Media, Social Studies (Grade 3-4)
Based on your study of _________ (your state), what issue 
or idea do you want to find more information about? 
• Identify question(s) to guide your exploration
• Record the source and information that was most

interesting to you (novice version of annotated bib)
• Create new question(s) as needed based on your 

deepening knowledge
• Present ideas to the class
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CO-CREATED: 
• Teacher identifies essential question, frames 

significance of an issue or problem
• Within that frame, student explores and designs 

inquiry, issue, idea that matters to them 



Ideas to shift slider toward Student Generated…
- Students use process (e.g., QFT, Design Thinking) to navigate 

task
- Students seek out information and ideas from experts to 

deepen and expand thinking





Sample: Student Generated
Interdisciplinary Example — Math, Visual Arts
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
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Sample: Teacher Generated
Simple Machines (Grades 1-3)

Think about something you do each day like picking up a 
dropped pencil, taking laundry upstairs, or feeding a pet. 

Imagine how you might make the job easier by developing 
an idea for a simple machine. 

Key Criteria:
• Draw a picture of your idea. 
• Label the parts of your model.
• Describe how the model works.
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Teacher identifies an 
authentic form to 
demonstrate learning for 
simulated audience
• Infographic
• Photo Essay
• Justification of a Solution
• Business Plan

Ideas to shift slider toward Co-Created…
- Students examine authentic examples 

to identify models
- Students seek out feedback and make 

revisions based on criteria
- Students publish their work
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Sample: Co-Created 
Geometry (Gr. 4)
You and a small group of your friends are designing a playground with 
1,200 feet of fencing. 
• Identify the age of the children that will play on it as well as special 

considerations (e.g.-handicap accessibility, water sources, and natural 
materials). 
• Create at least three play areas within that space (e.g.-sandbox, climbers, 

bridges and ramps, water play, tree house) 
• Develop a written plan to a panel of city planners for consideration,

including who the playground is designed for, dimensions and area for 
each play area within the playground, and why your playground should 
be selected to construct. 
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CO-CREATED: Teacher 
identifies authentic form(s) 
to demonstrate learning 
for target audience
• Persuasive
• Informative
• Justification of 

prediction, solution
• Creation

Ideas to shift slider toward Student 
Generated…
- Students examine authentic examples 

and consider key criteria to identify 
form selection

- Students seek out feedback from target 
audience and make revisions
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Sample: Co-Created 
Interdisciplinary (Gr. K-1)

Can you help me find my way? We know how 
frustrating it is to be lost and that happens to new 

people that come to our school. As a team, you will 
work together to create a set of directions from the 

main office to a location in the school. 

Key Criteria:
• Accurate description using positional words and nonstandard 

or standard units of measure 
• Clear and friendly “how-to” recording



Sample: Student Generated
Interdisciplinary Example with ELA focus
Share your expertise. Produce a sequential description of how to 
complete a task or skill that you are really good at in a way that is
accessible to someone that is just starting out or really struggling. 

You can write, record, or create visuals to support the how to 
explanation but are expected to test out and refine description 

based on audience feedback.

Key Criteria
• Sequential set of procedures
• Uses terminology appropriate to the topic
• Demonstrates compassion and understanding in the statement.



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
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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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Sharing insights, 
ideas and actions



Staying connected

•Website: allisonzmuda.com
• Email: 

allison@allisonzmuda.com
• Twitter: @allison_zmuda
• Link to books: Amazon

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_c_2_13?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=allison+zmuda&sprefix=allison+zmuda,aps,144&crid=ZRU8PPUK6UJ0

