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Performance Tasks and
Engaging Scenarios

Designing purposeful activities for 
students to learn the “unwrapped”

standards

This process is the next step in the cycle of “Knowing,” “Teaching,” and 
“Assessing,” your standards… IT is NOT something EXTRA but something that 
will help make your teaching more meaningful and direct…
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Engaging Scenarios…

The “hook” in a performance assessment 
designed to attract and hold student 
interest

– Sets the context for the series of tasks and 
connects learning to real world

Engaging Scenario…This is what is going to be where we talk about getting 
students motivated and excited about learning… READ THE SLIDE



District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’s Children

Terms and Definitions
• Performance Task

– A single evaluation or activity used to determine 
student progress toward attainment of standard(s) 
and indicators

• Performance Assessment
– A collection of related performance tasks that 

students do to develop their own understanding of 
concepts and skills found in the standards and 
indicators

Have you ever concluded a unit of instruction with a culminating event of some sort 
where student applied what they’d learned in the unit?  Did you use a rubric to 
assess that culminating event or project?  This is a single, stand-alone performance 
task.  Let’s be clear about two terms that will be used in this and upcoming training, 
(READ THE SLIDE)
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Why Performance Assessments?
• “If all you want to know is what students 

memorized, quiz them!”

• “If you want to find out what students know 
and can apply, complex performances are 
required.”

Alan November
Center for Performance Assessment

READ THE SLIDE
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Principles of Performance 
Assessment

• Multiple assessments for each Power Standard and 
related indicators

• Spectrum of tasks –1st task basic level… Easier to 
reach proficiency… Build for higher level…

• Essential for differentiated instruction and effective 
classroom management

• Students may be working on the same task at the 
same time

Multiple assessments can be done IF you have identified your Power Standards.  Then you have 
other occasions during the year to revisit and re-emphasize the content and skills found in them 
through subsequent lessons, activities, and performance assessments.
Spectrum of tasks refers to the first performance task could be at the lower level of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy, the next task would be at a higher level in the Taxonomy, and so on for future tasks. This 
is not a hard and fast rule, but a general guideline.
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Task Design and Development
• Spectrum of tasks:

– Foundational to enrichment
– Develops student understanding from task to task

• Remember central purpose:
– The tasks should be created from the filter of your 

Essential Questions and BIG Ideas!!
– Address Essential Questions

READ THE SLIDE
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Example of Performance 
Assessment Tasks

• Social Studies and Language Arts
• Fourth Grade
• Title:  “Settling in the Wilderness”

Adapted From Kathy Rosenberg, Tim McCarthy, Darcy 
Sweeney, Cathy Fox, Kathy Hall, and Bonnie Schlais 
Waukesha, WI

This example has been an effective teaching tool…for demonstrating the 4-tasks…

READ THE SLIDE
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Example of 4 Tasks…
Notice the Build-up

• Task 1 – Create a wilderness region map and write 
region description (knowledge and comprehension)

• Task 2 – Contrast/compare big city life to wilderness 
region life (analysis)

• Task 3 – Design a wilderness brochure (application 
and synthesis)

• Task 4 – Write a letter describing in sensory detail a 
typical day in the wilderness (synthesis and 
evaluation)

This is where we just simply state some of the basic… aspects of the tasks… basic 
overview… These will have to be elaborated on later…

This is the skeleton version of the task… READ THE SLIDE

The next slide demonstrates where the DETAIL will need to come in…
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Task Four (Detailed):                
“ Typical Day in the Wilderness”

Letter
• Write a letter to a friend or family member telling 

them about a typical day in your life in the wilderness. 
Include historical content you have learned.

• Include as many parts of your day as you can. Use all 
five of your senses as you describe the day to help 
the reader imagine it. Use correct letter format with 
correct spelling and mechanics.

This is Task Four detailed.  This is to show LATER how they will need to add 
DETAIL to their tasks…STRESS the detail…

The 4th or CULMINATING task is the ENDING task/activity which the other tasks 
build toward…

READ THE SLIDE
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Evaluating Task Design

• Are the tasks created set up to give 
students an opportunity to let them 
“Show what they KNOW!!”
– Knowledge of CONCEPTS
– Demonstration of SKILLS

Consider these guiding questions as you develop and later refine the tasks.

READ THE SLIDE
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Evaluating Task Design
• Will the set up of your tasks give kids a 

chance to use YOUR Essential 
Questions…and answer them with the 
BIG IDEAS you have created?

READ THE SLIDE
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Let’s CREATE 2-4 TASKS 
from The Standard we have 

been working on…
• How we will get the kids to come up 

with the BIG IDEAS from our Essential 
Questions…

(REFER TO and HAVE posted the SKILLS and CONCEPTS that have been
previously UNWRAPPED)
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Task…

• Spend the next 30 minutes thinking up of 2-4 
tasks… that will address the standard…

• Think in terms of DEMONSTRATION of 
skills….

READ THE SLIDE

(Make sure each group has a recorder…)
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Let’s SHARE…

• Write tasks on CHART PAPER…

• Let’s take a “Boardwalk” to look at 
these….

ASK each group to WRITE their tasks on CHART PAPER so all can see… either 
have the groups share out loud OR have them go around and look…
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Which would you choose?

• As a group… let’s come to consensus…

Ask the group to decide WHICH tasks are the most focused on the concepts and 
skills…as well as related back to the BIG IDEAS…
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The Engaging Scenario

• Motivates students to engage and get 
involved!  

• Motivating them to get excited about 
learning.. ABOUT putting PENCIL to paper…

• Makes learning fun!

This answers for STUDENTS the question of WHY we need to learn… WHY we 
need to do what we do…This is the NEW piece we have always thought of…
“ Imagine you are…”
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The Engaging Scenario
• Makes learning authentic/Fun and 

linked to REAL LIFE….
• Gives students A REAL chance to link 

their learning to REAL life…

READ THE SLIDE
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Effective Engaging Scenarios
• Give students a challenge
• Opportunity to tie in real life – “Why do 

we need to learn this?”
• Stresses importance – “What does this 

mean to the student personally?

Each ENGAGING scenario should include one or more of these… READ THE 
SLIDE
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Is Your Scenario            
Truly Engaging?

• If there were no standards driving 
instruction and assessment, would this 
scenario be so compelling students and 
teachers would WANT to work on these 
tasks?

READ THE SLIDE
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Engaging Scenario Matched to 
Same Performance Assessment

• Social Studies and Language Arts
• Fourth Grade
• Title:  “Settling in the Wilderness”

Adapted From Kathy Rosenberg, Tim McCarthy, Darcy 
Sweeney, Cathy Fox, Kathy Hall, and Bonnie Schlais 
Waukesha, WI

Let’s come back to our previous example… READ THE SLIDE
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Engaging Scenario Example:
• Imagine that your family is moving from a 

large east coast city to wilderness area in the 
mid 1800s.  

• The area is full of wild animals, you will not 
have a house to move into, food will not be 
available from a general store, other people 
may inhabit the area, the climate could be 
very hot or cold, and your survival may be a 
daily challenge. 

READ THE SLIDE
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Engaging Scenarios…

• OK… We have tasks… How can we get 
the kids to WANT to do them????

• What can we come up with???

READ THE SLIDE
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Here’s a DCPS Engaging 
Scenario created during the 

summer workshop…



District of Columbia Public Schools

Keeping Our Promise to 
the District’s Children

Your advertising/marketing firm has been asked 
by a well known manufacturer to compete for 
a new account.  The account is for the design 
of an advertising campaign that spotlights 
their brand new product. Your firm must 
develop a campaign that will demonstrate to 
the manufacturer that you not only know the 
product but, your firm would be the most 
effective advertising/marketing agency for this 
new campaign.

READ THE SLIDE
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Marketing Firm – Task 3
Task 3 - Write a persuasive proposal to convince 

the company president why your firm would be 
the best agency to promote the product.  Your 
knowledge of the product and market will be your 
strength.

Skills (Content):
Write (proposal)
Convey (a clear and distinct perspective)
Include (organizing structure, supporting evidence, 

effective rhetorical techniques, logical argumentation, 
textual evidence, effective introductory & concluding 
paragraphs)

To illustrate how this scenario is linked to ELA standard 11.W.4 the following task 
and unwrapped skills and content are provided.

READ THE SLIDE
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Creation of Engaging 
SCENARIOS

• Let’s spend…30 Minutes creating an 
engaging scenario linked back to our tasks…

• What would make STUDENTS want to do this 
OR…

• Teachers want to teach this???

(HAVE Power Standards, CONCEPTS/SKILLS, BIG IDEAS, Essential 
QUESTIONS,  And TASKS written so all can see… Now give ALL GROUPS 
chance to talk through Engaging scenario)

(Stress the point of OTHERS wanting to use this scenario…)
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Time to share Engaging 
Scenarios…

• Let’s share/Critique each others and 
decide the best… or combinations of 
each that make the best one…

(Same format as before… have groups write on CHART paper….to share and look 
at… again..talk through consensus….)
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Perfect Practice

• Choose an identified Power Standard
• Unwrap that Standard
• Identify Big Ideas & Essential Questions
• Write Performance Tasks & an 

Engaging Scenario
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Plan for Sharing Out
• Groups/teams return to show the entire 

“Knowing & Teaching The Standards” process:
– Power Standards
– Unwrapped Standard
– Big Ideas
– Essential Questions
– Performance Tasks & Engaging Scenarios
– Any Insights gained

• Discussion and feedback

READ THE SLIDE – SET TIME FOR REPORTING OUT & DISCUSSION


