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Chapter 2

Creating And Rating Well-Structured EFF Performance Tasks 

The concept of a well-structured EFF Performance Task evolved through the give-and-take of the EFF field research process during the 1999-2000 academic year. Practitioners working with us to develop performance continua for the EFF Standards found that they needed help figuring out what kind of learning tasks gave them the best opportunity to observe and rate learner performance using the four dimensions of performance. At our midcourse meeting in April, 2000 we began to construct a working definition of a well-structured performance task. 

We agreed that such a task would

· explicitly address all of the performance components of the standard, providing rich, detailed descriptions of how the task requires the learner to address each performance component.

· describe, in a clear and detailed way, the purpose of the task (why and how the learner needs to use the skill defined in the standard).

· clearly distinguish between the role of the teacher and the role of the learner/student in carrying out the task (e.g. makes clear what the learner will do). 

· represent meaningful real world tasks that reflect the kinds of things adults need to be able to do to carry out responsibilities in their primary roles. 

In this chapter we will discuss a process through which teachers can create and rate well-structured EFF Performance Tasks that meet the requirements of this working definition. Then we will walk you through two tools we have developed to help you create such tasks so that they are clearly targeted on the standards:

· Worksheet: Developing a Well-Structured Performance Task

· Template: Analysis of Performance Task Requiring Effective Use of an EFF Standard

Developing the Tasks

How can teachers and learners work together to develop well-structured EFF Performance Tasks? We suggest a process that starts with learners’ purposes, uses the components of the EFF Framework, keeps the focus of planning squarely on the EFF Standards and their Components of Performance, and takes into account the objective difficulty (complexity, context, and knowledge base requirements) of the activities that learners will engage in to meet their goals. Here are some ways to start that process:

1. Have upfront discussions in which learners can make explicit their purposes for participation in our adult education programs. For instance,

· Teachers can look at the program context (welfare-to-work? employment prep? family literacy?) and then facilitate discussions with learners about the most pressing issues they face in being able to attend and participate;

· Teachers and learners can read and discuss the EFF Role Maps in order to identify the activities that are most important to learners in their adult roles of family member, citizen and worker.

· Teachers can facilitate more general discussions about the real and important tasks that learners need to do in their lives, and what they would like to do with what they learn in the program.

Then use the EFF Skill Wheel to help students explicitly identify the knowledge and skills they need to accomplish the activities they have identified as important in their lives. 

Since practitioners in this research project have already identified the standards you will be focusing on, you should use this phase of the process to make sure that you and your students understand how work on these standards connects to students’ goals and purposes. 

2. Once you know what students want to be able to do, you can identify an EFF Common Activity that provides a focus for instruction related to key learning goals.

3. Develop a meaningful, real life instructional task within the context of a Common Activity that explicitly addresses the skills and purposes identified above. Based on what you now know about learners’ goals and reasons for being here, what might be an authentic, meaningful instructional activity for learners to engage in? 

Using the Worksheet: Developing a Well-Structured Performance Task.
The Worksheet is a tool designed to assist you in constructing EFF performance tasks that will focus planning, teaching and documenting performance on what learners need to know and be able to do in order to competently engage in their important real-life activities. The Worksheet is organized in such a way that it asks you to describe how your planned performance task

· sufficiently addresses all the Components of Performance for a targeted EFF Standard; 

· makes clear its dimensions; and 

· meets the other criteria we have established for well-structured Performance Tasks.

While this targets task creation precisely on the Standards, documenting your construction of performance tasks in this way can also help you to be clear about what the task requires, about its objective difficulty. With this information, you can compare the difficulty of the task to what your learners already know and can do, and if appropriate, adapt the task so that it is possible for learners to develop the knowledge and skills necessary to accomplish it. Using the Worksheet should also assist in later data reporting, as some sections are keyed to the related questions on the Data Reporting Form.

The Worksheet: Developing a Well-Structured Performance Task is found in Section 6 of this Guide. Here is how to use it:

1.)  The first section of the Worksheet asks for a written description of the task and the explicit purpose of the task. If you can provide a narrative here that addresses these two questions clearly and in detail, you are ready to consider whether the task you have proposed focuses instruction and description of learner performance on one of your chosen EFF Standards.

2.)   On the Worksheet, identify the targeted Standard and list its Components of  Performance. (You will find the EFF Standards fully specified and presented in Chapter 3 of the “blue book” Equipped for the Future Content Standards.) What moves us from “skill” to “Standard” here is what needs your special attention now: the “Components of Performance” which describe the content of the standard. These are specific statements about what one knows and can do when one is competently using one of the 16 EFF Standards. 

3.)   On the Worksheet, describe how the task provides learners with an opportunity to work with all of the components of performance. This is a useful check on whether the task you have created is truly targeted on the standard of choice. If it is not, than the task-related performance you observe may not tell you very much about whether the student can use the standard effectively. In assessment terms, we are talking about whether the task serves as a “valid” measure of a student’s ability to meet the standard.

If the task does address all of the components of the targeted Standard, then teachers can go on to the next step. If you find that the task as constructed doesn’t focus on one or more components of the standard, consider how you might extend or refocus the task to ensure that it addresses the standard fully.

4.)   Once you are sure that the task actually focuses on all components of the standard, the next question you need to address is whether the task is appropriately targeted to the level of your students.  An appropriately targeted task will be one that is challenging -- perhaps just a little above the learner’s capacity -- but not too hard for the learner to accomplish. Use the information provided in the EFF Template: Analysis of Performance Task Requiring Effective Use of an EFF Standard (found in Section 6 of this Guide and described in detail in the next section) to analyze the objective difficulty of your EFF Performance Task along each of three dimensions:

· Complexity

· Context

· Knowledge Base Requirements

To analyze the objective difficulty of the task: 

1.  first describe as fully as you can the requirements of the Task in relation to these dimensions.  Use the Task Template range definitions as your guide.  Choose the range that best reflects the requirements of the Task, and assign a rating number within that range, for each Dimension of your Task; 

2.  then assign an overall rating for your Task, within a five-point range, that both encompasses all the Dimensions and takes into account any “weighting” of any particular Dimension that you have decided is important.

In Section 2 of the Worksheet, record your descriptions and ratings for each dimension. Then in Section 3, note your overall rating for the task. Section 4 of the Worksheet asks you to explain your reasoning, with reference to the Task Template, for the rating you have settled on. If you have weighted any particular dimension(s) in your rating, you can explain your thinking in this section.

Using the Template: Analysis of Performance Task Requiring Effective Use of an EFF Standard  to Describe and Rate an EFF Performance Task

The Template: Analysis of Performance Task Requiring Effective Use of an EFF Standard has been developed to assist you in describing, and eventually rating, the objective difficulty of a task. 

Why describe a task in this way? As we suggested earlier, for purposes of instructional planning we need to be explicit about the objective requirements of a task so that we can compare them to the knowledge and skills that learners already have that will help them to perform the task. In the comparison, we can then decide if the task is do-able by learners as planned. Or is it too difficult (or too easy)? too complex (or too simple)? Are the knowledge base requirements too great (or not challenging enough)? 

This kind of informed reflection can help you to adapt your plans so that the task is effective for learners “where they are at”. Once you are sure that the task is appropriately targeted, you can go on to plan instructional activities that will build learner’s knowledge and skills so that they can accomplish the task.

As for rating the task: remember that earlier in this Guide we discussed the importance of having objective reference points, or benchmarks, against which to measure learner performance of the EFF Standards along a continuum of skill development. We believe that well-structured EFF Performance Tasks can provide those benchmarks. “Rating” a task using the EFF Task Template focuses us on being explicit about the objective characteristics of a task so that performance of the task by a learner can be validly and reliably inferred. 

So, in this field development process you are asked to not only develop well-structured EFF Performance Tasks, but to rate these tasks for their objective complexity, contexts, and knowledge base requirements before using them -- to be sure that the task is appropriately challenging for learners, to build a continuum of performance for each EFF Standard, and to have a basis of comparison for documenting learner performance of the task.  

The Template defines a continuum from 0 to 60 in 6 ranges (0-10, 11-20,  21-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60) for each of three key Dimensions of a Performance Task:

· Complexity

· Context

· Knowledge Base

Descriptive information about each of the three dimensions is provided in all six ranges of the continuum.  In the following, we discuss these Task Dimensions, and their development along the continuum, in greater detail. To illustrate each dimension, we will use examples focused on the EFF Standard Read with Understanding.

Complexity of the Task

“Complexity” as an objective dimension of a performance task refers to such variables as how many steps are involved in the process of performance; how much structure or direction is provided within the task to the “performer”; and conversely, how much judgment will be required to complete the task. Please take note here that “complexity” of a performance task is a set characteristic inherent in the task itself; it does not change according to WHO performs the task. 

So when we ask “how complex is this task?” in preparation for rating, our Template provides this guidance:

· At the lower end of the continuum, performance tasks will be simple, one-step, brief, short-term, well-defined and highly structured, and will require very little judgment or prediction of outcomes.

· “Midpoint” tasks will be multi-step, longer and more sustained, and less defined or structured. Some of them will require some judgment.

· At the high end of the “complexity” continuum, tasks will feature multiple, integrated steps, will be most often self-defined and self-initiated, and will require careful judgment and accurate prediction of outcomes.

EXAMPLE: Reading tasks whose complexity would be rated at the low end of the continuum would be simple and highly structured activities involving short, simple and familiar texts that provide general information or simple instructions -- shopping from a simple grocery list,  preparing a dish from a short recipe, or playing a game after reading uncomplicated instructions, for instance.

At the midpoint, reading tasks can include those that are structured and not very complex, yet still require some integration of information and judgment about how to use it. For instance, reading may be targeted at obtaining information in order to act for oneself and to explain it to others -- perhaps information about employment opportunities or child care options -- or performing multi-step operations like following bus routes or ordering from catalogues.

Reading at the higher ranges of complexity on the continuum involves the ability to initiate many complex tasks featuring multiple integrated steps and considerable judgment. For instance, beyond explaining information, at this level of complexity a task may require analysis of that information for the author’s purpose and devices to persuade readers. At the highest levels, reading tasks involve integration of what is learned from reading with prior knowledge so that the reader can articulate an independent position or create a new product. Examples might include reading multiple (partisan and non-partisan) sources of information about the positions of the  presidential candidates on some issues one most cares about, as a way to decide for whom to vote. Another task might be to produce a guide to quality local child care resources after reading and analyzing information from multiple providers as well as reviewing relevant information about early childhood development and appropriate developmental activities for children at various ages.

Context(s) for the Task

The “context” of a task is where the task will be carried out. The nature of the environment or situation for task completion has an impact on how difficult or challenging the task is, and so affects its rating. The variables we consider here are the kinds and number of contexts for performance tasks. Once again, be aware that “context” refers to a specific dimension established in planning for the performance task, and so does not vary from learner to learner. 

In what kinds of context(s) will the task be carried out?

A task that is accomplished in a very familiar situation, where there is a lot of assistance and support, is less challenging than the same task in an unfamiliar, less supported context. Thus,

· At the low end of the continuum, the context for the performance task will be very familiar – for instance, exclusively in the classroom or instructional situation. 

· “Midpoint” tasks will be those that will be performed in some familiar, and some less familiar, contexts. Perhaps tasks will be performed partly in the classroom and partly in a computer lab, or in another classroom setting, or at home.

· At the high end of the continuum, the contexts for performance tasks will be both familiar and unfamiliar – on the job, in a community meeting, in the home where this particular task has never before been tried.

 In how many different situations will the task be carried out?

· At the low end of the continuum, the task will be accomplished in a single situation (such as the instructional setting). 

· At the “midpoint”, tasks will be carried out in a growing number of different contexts – indicating some transfer of the use of EFF skills from one activity or role to another. 

· At the highest point on the continuum, the situations in which tasks are performed will be multiple and varied; transfer of skill use from one context to another is systematic.

EXAMPLE: At the low end of the continuum, reading tasks require the application of basic reading processes to simple texts in a familiar and supported environment, most likely with an instructor. At the midpoint of the continuum, the task involves independent application of reading strategies in the instructional setting, but also perhaps in another relatively “safe” environment where one has not before had the experience of reading -- at home, or in the library.

At the higher ranges, tasks call for independent application of reading processes in a variety of settings that include the unfamiliar or “high stress”. This may mean reading the minutes of the last meeting, or a press release that has just been distributed, during a gathering of community residents who are concerned about the effects of an impending teachers’ strike. Or it may mean understanding a complicated memo from your supervisor that you just received at work. It may also involve “leisure” reading for a newly -formed book group if that is a new experience. 

Knowledge Base Requirements for the Task 

What will learners need to know in order to successfully complete the task? The knowledge base required to successfully accomplish an EFF Performance Task refers to both content knowledge (for the skill(s) as well as for the subject matter addressed in the task) and how we organize and apply the content knowledge in meaningful contexts. On the Task Template, questions 1 and 2 under the heading “Knowledge Base” refer to what aspects of skills and subject matter need to be contained in the knowledge base for the planned performance task; the third question, and its subset of questions, refer to specific strategies for organizing and applying the knowledge base in actually performing the task successfully. These are objective knowledge requirements of the task, needed by anyone who plans to accomplish it.

What vocabulary will learners need to have related to the skill? related to the subject area?

Any given performance task requires understanding of some amount and kind of language used in the subject matter, as well as language about the skills being developed in the task. 

· At the low end of the performance task continuum, tasks will require only minimal and simple vocabulary.

· “Midpoint” tasks will use a growing store of vocabulary and will include some less familiar and more technical terminology.

· “High-end” tasks will require an extensive vocabulary that incorporates technical and infrequently-used words and phrases.

What content knowledge will learners need to have related to the skill? related to the subject area? 

“Content knowledge” for any skill or subject area includes familiarity with facts, operations, concepts, rules, protocols, practices and/or conditions of use (including the purpose and audience for skill performance) essential to the skill/subject area. 

· At the low end of the continuum, tasks will require very limited familiarity with these content aspects of the skill/subject matter.

· At the “midpoint”, tasks will require familiarity with a moderate store of facts, concepts, rules, operations, etc.

· Tasks at the high end of the Performance Task continuum will require extensive content knowledge that is useful for a great variety of purposes.

EXAMPLE: Low on the continuum of required vocabulary and content knowledge are reading tasks that have the vocabulary of simple words and call for comprehension of the main idea of only the simplest texts. Movement along the task continuum at the lower levels is marked by the need for increased vocabulary -- though still common and familiar -- and identification/construction of main ideas through use of chapter and section headings, topic sentences, and summary sentences.

Midpoint reading tasks require a moderate store of vocabulary, including some unfamiliar words, as well as the ability to generalize from informational texts.

At the upper levels of the continuum, required vocabulary in a reading task will be extensive, including unfamiliar words and phrases (and at the highest points, technical and infrequently used terminology). As for content knowledge, reading tasks here will require the performer to identify the relationships between concepts and details in the structures of informational texts. Further along, the reading task will be accomplished through reorganization of those concepts and details in new ways and description of the advantages of the new organization.

What strategies will learners need to have for organizing and applying content knowledge? 

Effective completion of an EFF Performance Task, even the most simple and familiar, will require learners to organize in some way all the discrete bits of skill-and subject matter-related information that comprise “content knowledge.” Performance tasks ask learners to organize and retrieve information in combinations or “chunks” that are appropriate to the purposes and timeline, so the information can be effectively applied. 

The Task Template, then, provides guidance in rating tasks according to the following considerations:

· what relationships or connections will learners need to recognize in order to perform this task?

· what new relationships or connections will learners need to create in order to perform this task?

These questions refer to the “patterns” of information that the “performer” needs to be able to see and/or develop in order to accomplish the task. By “patterns” we mean connections or relationships between 1) facts, 2) facts and concepts, and/or 3) prior knowledge and newly acquired information, connections or relationships that are based on some bigger themes or concepts that tie the bits of information together. 

· At the lowest point of the Task Template continuum, performance tasks will require few such strategies, limited to simple recall of previously learned bits of information. Initial “pattern recognition” will be evident in slightly higher-rated tasks that require some “low-level” understanding of meaning – illustrated by explaining, interpreting, translating, summarizing, paraphrasing, restating, and/or using examples. 

· Tasks closer to “midpoint” will require increased and more complex understanding, as evidenced by such strategies as recognition of cause and effect relationships. These tasks will ask learners to join prior knowledge with new information to solve some problems, to generalize, draw conclusions and predict outcomes in some cases.

· At the upper reaches of the task performance continuum, tasks will require movement beyond “pattern recognition” to “pattern creation.” Tasks will call for accurate analysis (seeing the relationships between concepts and related details, between content and organizational structure – using strategies such as comparison/contrast, analogies, generalization, inference and prediction); and further on, for synthesis (organizing information in new ways and proposing alternate systems of knowledge – using high-order strategies such as abstraction, criticism and justification).

· To what extent will the task require learners to identify what information is important to its completion?

· At the low end of the continuum, the task will require minimal ability to decide what information is relevant and what is irrelevant to its completion. A little further along, the task will necessitate some simple strategies for consciously retrieving important information, where the purpose is clearly defined.

· By “midpoint” the tasks will require the ability to identify relevant information for a number of uses.

· At the high end of the continuum, tasks will involve the ability to discriminate between relevant and irrelevant information for wide-ranging purposes and contexts.

· to what extent will the task require learners to understand when information or concepts apply?

This question refers to the aspects of an EFF Performance Task that necessitate the ability to decide which procedures, concepts or principles are applicable to which situation/task/problem – in other words, the conditions under which procedures or concepts are useful. 

· At the low end of the continuum, tasks will require limited understanding of the concept of appropriate application depending on conditions.

· By “midpoint”, tasks will call for a growing repertoire of strategies linked to specific situations. 

· At the high end of the continuum, tasks will require learners to flexibly choose, from among a range of appropriate strategies, those that are most effective under the specific combination of circumstances represented by task and context.

EXAMPLE: Reading tasks at the low end of the continuum will require such relatively simple strategies for organizing knowledge as decoding unknown words using basic elements of phonetic and structural analysis. Further along the continuum in the lower ranges, tasks call for decoding unknown words using context clues, and for the ability to adjust speed of reading to suit the purpose and difficulty of the reading material.

By midpoint on the continuum, reading tasks involve inference of meaning through the identification and analysis of word relationships (analogies, for instance), and use of other specific strategies to aid understanding of text (prereading, rereading, consulting another source, etc.).

In the higher ranges of the continuum, reading tasks require the ability to determine figurative, idiomatic and technical meanings of  terms, as well as the meanings of abbreviations and acronyms, through context. At the highest end, these tasks call for complex strategies to organize knowledge, such as determining the meaning of codes and symbols from context; tracing etymology of significant terms; and applying knowledge of Anglo-Saxon, Greek and Latin roots and affixes in order to infer the meanings of unfamiliar and scientific terms.  

Summary

Looking at the knowledge base requirements of tasks in the way described in this chapter enables you to think about what the learners already know and can do that will contribute to successful completion of the task.  It also helps define what more the learner needs to know and be able to do in order to successfully perform the task.  Looking at the complexity and contexts of tasks in this way enables you to think about how much experience learners have had with this range of tasks and, as a result, how much scaffolding (i.e., direction, assistance, support) you will need to build in to enable learners to successfully carry out the task.
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