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General Guidelines for  

Development of Performance Tasks  
The Smarter Balanced Performance Task Work Group has offered general guidance for the 

development of Smarter Balanced performance tasks by identifying the essential characteristics of 

tasks, listed below. These guidelines also serve as reminders of good instructional practices. A 

performance task should:  

 Integrate knowledge and skills across multiple content standards or strands within a content area.  

 Measure capacities such as depth of understanding, research skills, complex analysis, and 

identification/providing of relevant evidence.  

 Require student-initiated planning, management of information and ideas, interaction with 

other materials. In the reading and writing tasks, students have an opportunity to plan their 

responses and manage and interact with information/data gained through reading or listening 

to/viewing texts. In mathematics, students determine and employ strategies for solving problems 

and use a variety of mathematical tools and techniques in doing so.  

 Require production of extended responses, such as oral presentations, exhibitions, and other 

scorable products, including more extended written responses which might be revised and edited.  

 Reflect a real-world task and/or scenario-based problem. Performance tasks should incorporate real-

world, college- and career-related skills that require students to accomplish complex goals during 

multiple testing sessions. Tasks should be multi-stepped and allow for reflection and revision.  

 Allow for multiple approaches. Writing or speaking tasks should encourage or allow multiple 

approaches to developing and organizing ideas. For example, narrative writing might be used to 

support the presentation of an argument, while analysis and synthesis might be used to convey 

ideas in a narrative. In mathematics, problems presented in tasks should lend themselves to 

multiple solutions and/or solution strategies.  

 Represent content that is relevant and meaningful to students.  

 Allow for demonstration of important knowledge and skills, including those that address 21st-

century skills such as critically analyzing and synthesizing information presented in a variety of 

formats, media, etc. Performance tasks are really evidence that a student has collected all the 

relevant information necessary across years to successfully engage in the current grade-level 

standards. Thus, these tasks will incorporate knowledge and skills of prior grades by necessity, 

even though the major focus is on the standards for the current grade level.  

 Allow for multiple points of view and interpretations. In both ELA/literacy and mathematics, 

tasks should allow for more than one valid interpretation or viewpoint; for example, it is the 

quality of support that is marshaled in support of a position, not the particular position taken, 

that is important to the success of tasks asking for written argumentation in ELA or 

mathematical arguments. Multiple viable arguments should be possible based on the assignments 

and stimulus information provided in each performance task.  

 Require scoring that focuses on the essence of the task. Scoring of student work from a task will 

use multiple rubrics uniquely matched to the primary content claims and targets identified by the 

task developer in the task forms.  

 Be feasible for the school/classroom environment. Performance tasks are constructed so they can 

be delivered effectively in the school/classroom environment. Considerations for task 

specifications include, but are not limited to, student-teacher interactions, materials and 

technology needs, and allotted time for assessment.  
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General Structure of 

Most Mathematics Performance Tasks 
 

Grades 3–5 

Stimulus  Information Processing  Product/Performance  

 graphs  

 video clips  

 maps  

 photos  

 research reports  

 geometric figures  

 2-D and 3-D models  

 spreadsheets  

 data bases  

 areas of math content 

(algebra geometry)  

 

Tools  
 calculators  

 measurement devices  

 data analysis software  

 geometric simulation and 

construction tools  

 context/scenario specific 

simulations  

 equation editor tool  

 spreadsheets  

 

Tasks  
 comprehension questions  

 small group discussion/notes  

 investigation/search (group or 

individual)  

 analyses  

 mathematical proofs etc.  

 

Classroom-Based  
 essay/report on problem solution 

w/mathematical justification  

 oral presentation w/wo graphics, 

other media  

 math-based design  

 graphic displays  

 2-D, 3-D models  

 mathematical proof spreadsheets  

 

Computer-Based  
 conceptually and/or contextually 

linked to classroom-based portion 

of PT  

 set of 12 – 20 items associated 

with each PT  

 written to gather evidence for 

Claims 2, 3, and 4 represent a 

range of difficulty levels  

 

 
 

Grades 6–8 

Stimulus  Information Processing  Product/Performance  

 graphs  

 video clips  

 maps  

 photos  

 research reports  

 geometric figures  

 2-D and 3-D models  

 spreadsheets  

 data bases  

 areas of math content 

(algebra, geometry)  
 

Tools  
 calculators  

 measurement devices  

 data analysis software  

 geometric simulation and 

construction tools  

 context/scenario specific 

simulations  

 equation editor tool  

 spreadsheets 
 

Tasks  

 comprehension questions  

 small group discussion/notes  

 investigation/search (group or 

individual)  

 analyses  

 mathematical proofs, etc.  

 essay/report on problem solution 

w/mathematical justification  

 oral presentation w/wo graphics, 

other media  

 math-based design  

 graphic displays  

 2-D, 3-D models  

 mathematical proof  

 spreadsheets 
 

 
  



Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium: Performance Task Specifications (2012) P a g e  | 3 

General Specifications for  

Smarter Balanced Performance Tasks  
Specifications presented in this section pertain to all Smarter Balanced performance tasks. Unique 

specifications in the areas for ELA/literacy and mathematics or for different grade levels are 

addressed in the detailed target-specific ELA/literacy and mathematics specifications. 
 Overall structure of tasks. All Smarter Balanced performance tasks will consist of three 

basic components: stimulus presentation, information processing, and scorable product or 

performance. Information processing means student interactions with the stimulus materials 

and their content. It could include note taking, data generation, and any of a number of other 

activities that advance the students’ understanding of the stimulus content or the assignment. 

All activities within a task must have a reason for being there (e.g., to increase understanding, 

for scaffolding, as early steps in product production, or for product creation itself). While a task 

will involve multiple parts and associated responses or products, the parts should be related, 

contributing to a whole or leading to the final product or performance.  

 Task administration/setting. All tasks will be administered in controlled classroom settings 

with time limitations established by grade and subject. Most tasks will be long enough to 

warrant two test administration sessions. Such sessions will be same-day, back-to-back sessions 

with short breaks in between sessions. Time requirements for tasks are provided in subject-

specific performance task specifications.  

 Introduction of tasks to students. Student directions for all tasks will begin with an 

overview of the entire task, briefly describing steps in all sessions. The overview should give the 

students advanced knowledge of the scorable products or performances to be created.  

 Allowable teacher-student interactions. Teachers roles during the administration of 

performance tasks may vary by task. Allowable teacher-student interactions for a task will be 

standardized (i.e., carefully scripted or described in task directions for purposes of both fairness 

and security). Teachers are not to offer assistance to students in the production of their scorable 

products or presentations.  

 Group work. In the interest of fairness and security, small group work by students during 

performance tasks will generally not be allowed. The exception will be an occasional 

mathematics task during which student teams may be asked to perform a function such as 

generating data or engaging in other activities that in no way can advantage members of one 

group over another when they break up to do their individual work leading to scorable 

responses or products.  

 Organization of complex task directions. Dense text will be avoided. To the extent possible, 

directions, requirements, and needed information or guidance will be provided via bullets, 

tables, etc., and will be presented separately by task step or part.  

 Vocabulary. Definitions of specialized terminology/vocabulary that students are not expected 

to know will be provided within the text of task directions.  

 Stimulus complexity. Text readability/complexity (including scripts of video stimuli) should 

be at least one grade below grade level if reading is not being assessed. This is not to say that 

students should not be reading at grade level; readability is being controlled this way so that 

the students can stay focused on the task and the content and skills other than reading that are 

being measured.  
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 Access to stimuli. Because performance tasks involve multiple texts and/or other resources 

that students need to access at various stages as they prepare for and create their final 

products/presentations, icons or “buttons” on the computer screens will make these resources 

available in an efficient, user-friendly format. For some tasks, there may still be a need for 

paper-based stimuli, note paper, or other materials. If hardcopy materials are collected in 

between sessions, at the start of a new session, each student must be given the same set he/she 

used during the previous session.  

 Internet access. Because of concerns regarding security, time, and Internet capacity, students 

will not be given free access to the Internet for searches. Screen shots of search results and 

simulated searches can be incorporated into tasks.  

 Tools and other resources. To the extent possible, required tools and other resources will be 

provided to students within the online testing system. On occasion, teachers may have to assure 

student access to some items that should be readily available to them in the classroom or online.  

 Student work to be evaluated. All scorable products or performances will reflect individual 

student work. Every task will lead to multiple scorable products or performances or to a product 

or performance with multiple scorable components or attributes. Included in the task directions 

will be information for the students about what work will be scored. Nothing more will be said 

about selected-response and constructed-response questions. For work for which general rubrics 

will be used in scoring, such as essays and oral presentations, the students will be informed 

about what attributes of their work will be scored.  

 Scoring requirements. An extensive amount of student effort and work reduced to a limited 

number of points in scoring has no greater measurement value or reliability than a single short 

item worth as many points. Therefore, to achieve score ranges for performance tasks that reflect 

the amount of work (and evidence) produced, every task will lead to scores for individual 

students with a total task score range equivalent to that of several constructed-response 

questions combined. (Further specification of point ranges is provided in the ELA/literacy and 

mathematics general performance task specifications.) For any particular task, this will be 

achieved by totaling points across scorable products, task parts/components, or product 

attributes, and not by a single holistic score. While some performance task products may be 

scored by computers, it is assumed that much of the student work from performance tasks will 

require human scoring either centrally or through distributed scoring. 

 Rubrics. Separate, unique rubrics for products, task components, or product attributes will be 

used. The point ranges in rubrics will vary depending on the scope and importance of what is 

being scored.  

 Task templates/forms. Smarter Balanced performance task developers will create tasks by 

completing item specification forms for performance tasks, inserting the required information 

(e.g., meta-data, directions, rubrics, etc.) in the appropriate fields.  
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Cereal Boxes Performance Task Classroom Interaction  
[Following is the 30 minute activity that is conducted in the classroom prior to students 
completing the performance task. This activity is completed at least one day before the 
students complete the subsequent online performance task.] 
 
Resources needed:  

 Each student should have access to a piece of paper and writing tool  
 
Setting the Context  
Facilitator says: “Today we are going to prepare for a performance task about cereal. 
How many of you have had a bowl of cereal this week? What kind of cereal did you eat?” 
[Allow students to engage in a conversation about the kinds of cereal they have eaten.]  

Facilitator asks: “Can anyone describe the package that cereal comes in? What material is 
the cereal package made from?” [Wait for students to respond. Be sure that the response 
“cardboard” comes up and be sure all students understand, pointing to other examples of 
things made from cardboard as necessary.]  

Facilitator asks: “What shape are most cereal packages?” [It is acceptable to have 
students draw a picture to help ensure they understand the shape of the cereal box. If 
students say “box,” ask for a more mathematically precise answer. If it is not offered, tell 
students that the box is a “rectangular prism.”]  

Facilitator says: “Now that we have talked about cereal boxes, you are ready to complete 
the task.”  

Begin Performance Task 
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Cereal Boxes 
[Following is the online performance tasks that the students will complete on their own. 
The students are provided information about the task and given related questions.] 

A cereal company uses cereal boxes that are rectangular prisms. The boxes have the 
dimensions shown. 

 12 inches high  
 8 inches wide 
 2 inches deep 

The managers of the company want a new size for their cereal boxes. The new boxes 
have to be rectangular prisms. You will evaluate one box design the company proposed. 
Then you will create and propose your own design for the company. 

Requirements for the new boxes: 
 The new boxes have to use less cardboard than the original boxes. 
 The new boxes have to hold the same or a greater volume of cereal as the original 

boxes. 

 

 

 

 
  

Students my type their answers or they may 

click on the number pad to enter numbers. 
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Students my type their answers or they may 

click on the number pad to enter numbers. 

 

Students drag and 

drop their 

responses from the 

answer box into 

each dotted box. 

The answer box 

remains intact.  
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