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Eight effective teaching and learning practices

To Increase Instructional Time To Increase Student 
Engagement

1. Classroom expectations and rules

2. Classroom procedures and routines 

3. Encouraging expected behaviour

4. Responding to behaviour errors

5. Active supervision 

6. Opportunities to respond 

7. Activity sequencing and choice

8. Task difficulty
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Outcomes
At the end of the session, you will be able to…

• Understand the rationale for adjusting task difficulty to support student 
success.

• Identify strategies to adjust task difficulty to support student success. 

• Plan strategies to adjust the task difficulty in activities you ask students 
to complete in your classroom. 



PBIS in schools

• Essentially about relationships and instruction

• The more adults have a positive interaction with students the more 
we can predict success for that student.

• Student engagement is a teacher behaviour.



Effective instruction
• The lack of confidence that comes with an accumulation 

of academic failures produces a frustration that 
materialises as escape motivated behaviour (Moore et 
al., 2005). 

• The evidence is clear that a major part of the solution to 
this problem is effective instruction that is designed to 
create higher rates of student success (McIntosh et al., 
2006; Scott et al., 2014). 



Noncompliance
• Noncompliance may be defined as the failure to begin                            

an assigned task or request in a timely manner or      
within a given time.

• One of the most problematic behaviours in students 
with developmental or learning disabilities, as well as 
one of the more pervasive problems in the general 
school setting (Lee et al. 2004; Mace et al. 1988). 



Addressing noncompliance often  makes use of aversive 
strategies, including behaviour reduction techniques such as:

⎻ teacher disapproval

⎻ verbal reprimands,

⎻ classroom exclusion (i.e., exclusionary time out) 

(Ducharme and DiAdamo 2005; Olmi et al. 1997). 



Adjusting task difficulty

• Adjusting task difficulty is a preventive (antecedent intervention) 
because the strategy is implemented before problem behaviours 
occur (Kern & State, 2009).

• Adjusting task difficulty increases classroom compliance using an 
antecedent (instructional) strategy rather than a consequent (often 
punitive) strategy.
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Task difficulty definition

• Task difficulty relates to work assignments that exceed the student’s 
skill level. 

• It is important to determine which aspects of the task/assignment do 
not match the student's skills, and then how they can be appropriately 
adjusted to decrease associated problem behaviours and increase 
opportunities for academic success.



What is task difficulty?

• Identifying specific parts of a task or assignment where the breakdown in 
learning occurs.

• Asking specific questions to select supportive teaching strategies.

• Selecting strategies that are matched to what is appropriate for the 
specific lesson.



Why consider task difficulty?

• For students, the school day is full of 
academic demands.

• When problem behaviour occurs primarily in 
the face of academic demands, it is important 
to consider what aspect of the task might be 
contributing to the problem.

• Many behaviour problems are a mismatch 
between the task and the student’s skills.



Why consider task difficulty?

• Work assignments that are too difficult for students or require them to use 
skill sets that are challenging for them, commonly result in problem 
behavior (Scott, Anderson & Alter, 2012).
• By adjusting task difficulty, we can ensure that more students will attempt 

tasks and experience success. 



Is it fair to adjust tasks?
• Every student should get what they need to be a successful student.

• For example, if one student were to fall and cut themself, they would be 
given a bandage.  

• Every student in the class would not get a bandage because not 
everyone needs one.  

• To be equal, the teacher should give bandages out to everyone, but to 
be fair, only the student who needs it would be given the bandage.

 



Is it fair to adjust tasks?

Every student receives the level of support they need to 
be successful.



Considering task difficulty

Consider aspects of the student, the materials, and the task.

Three types of adjustments:

1) The length of the task or the time frame
allocated

2) The mode of input or response

3) The extent of instruction or
practice provided.



Assignment length or time

• Academics are accurately matched to student’s ability, but the length 
of the assignment exceeds student motivation or ability to 
concentrate.

• Decreasing overall task length or offering periodic breaks to do 
something else can decrease problem behaviour and aid task 
completion (Dunlap, Kern-Dunlap, Clarke & Robbins, 1991).



Length adjustments

• Question to ask: “Will the student be able to complete the task if 
assignment length adjustments are made?”



Assignment length adjustments
• Shorten the assignment, allowing the student to 

demonstrate mastery with fewer items.

• Highlight, in color, those problems the student is to 
complete.

• Break the assignment up into shorter tasks; put 
fewer problems on a page.

• Have the student cover all items except the one they 
are working on at the time.



Time adjustments

• Question to ask: “Will the student be able to complete the 
assignment if time adjustments are made?”



Assignment time strategies
• Have shorter work periods with other tasks in 

between.

• Provide physical breaks between difficult 
tasks.

• Provide alternative times for the work to be 
completed.

• Extend the due date.



Considering task difficulty

Consider aspects of the student, the materials, and the task.

Three types of adjustments:

1) The length of the task or the time frame
allotted

2) The mode of input or response

3) The extent of instruction or
practice provided.



Response and input modes
• The mode that is required to complete a 

task can contribute to problem 
behaviour.

• Reading or fine motor deficits, etc. often 
make reading or writing tasks appear 
overwhelming.

• Providing an alternative mode (e.g., 
computer or tape recorder, paired 
student reading, etc.) may reduce 
behaviour problems.



Adjust input mode

• Questions to ask: “Could the student do the work if the mode of input 
was altered? Does the student have difficulty making meaning from 
typical means of instruction?”



Strategy: adjust input mode
• Provide access to digital texts, text-to-speech 

functions, multimedia sources.

• Include illustrations or graphic organisers 
describing how to complete tasks or as additional 
structure and support.

• Highlight and/or underline important words in 
instructions and texts.

• Create guided notes that limit reading and highlight 
key points.

• Assign a partner to share the reading requirements 
and assist the student with unfamiliar words.



Adjust response mode

• Questions to ask: “Could the student do the work if the mode of 
responding was altered? Does the student have difficulty responding in 
written format?”



Strategy: adjust response mode
• Provide a choice between written and oral answers.

• Allow the student to dictate answers to the teacher, an assistant, or 
peer.

• Create guided notes to minimise writing.

• Allow the student to record answers to tests or assignments.

• Allow the student to use other creative modes for demonstrating 
understanding (e.g., building, drawing, drama, etc.).



Considering task difficulty

Consider aspects of the student, the materials, and the task.

Three types of adjustments:

1) The length of the task or the time frame
allotted

2) The mode of input or response

3) The extent of instruction or
practice provided.



Increased instruction or practice
• Using instructional strategies that are appropriate to the student’s 

stage of learning is essential.

• Some students may not be at the same stage of learning as other 
students (e.g., acquisition level, fluency building, mastery, or 
generalisation). 

• For some students, they can learn and do the work if there is more 
teaching, guided practice, or fluency-building activities. 



Increased instruction or practice

• Question to ask: “Will the student be able to complete the tasks if 
they have more instruction, guided or individual practice?” 



Increasing instruction and practice
Acquisition

• Use different instructional strategies to represent concepts in 
different ways. 

• Arrange extra brief instructional sessions using modelling, guided 
practice and independent practice.



Increasing instruction and practice

Fluency building

• Arrange for a peer tutor to help with guided 
opportunities to practise.

• Have students work with partners (e.g.  
flash cards to increase reading fluency).



Planning for practice
1. Identify core subjects/skills for which strategies are needed.
2. Create a menu of strategies that are practical and doable for each.
3. Identify students who could benefit from implementation of 

strategies.
4. Select specific strategies and implement.
5. Choose the amount of time the strategies will be used.
6. Take data to see if the strategies are effective.
7. Gradually decrease the use of the strategies as students are able to 

make sufficient progress without them.
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Addressing Task Difficulty in Your Classroom 
 

 
List several of the activities students 
complete in your class: 
 

 
Identify ways you could address task difficulty in each activity: 

 

 
1.   
 
 

 

 
2.   
 
 

 

 
3.   
 
 

 

 
4.   
 
 

 

 
5.   
 
 

 

 



Strategies to Address Task Difficulty 
 

Length adjustments  Increase Instruction/Practice 
Question to ask: “Will the student be able to complete the task if 
assignment length adjustments are made?” 
• Shorten the assignment, allowing the student to demonstrate 

mastery with fewer items. 
• Highlight, in color, those problems the student is to complete. 
• Break the assignment up into shorter tasks; put fewer problems 

on a page. 
• Have shorter work periods with other tasks in between. 
• Have the student cover all items except the one he is working on 

at the time. 

Question to ask: “Will the student be able to complete 
the tasks if they have more instruction, guided or 
individual practice?”  
Acquisition 

• Use different instructional strategies to represent 
concepts in different ways.  

• Arrange extra brief instructional sessions using 
modelling, guided practice and independent 
practice. 

Fluency building 
• Arrange for a peer tutor to help with guided 

opportunities to practise. 
• Have students work with partners (e.g.  flash cards 

to increase reading fluency). 
Mastery generalisation 

• Use meaningful real-life examples for practise and 
application. 

Time adjustments 
Question to ask: “Will the student be able to complete the assignment 
if time adjustments are made?” 
• Have shorter work periods with other tasks in between. 
• Provide physical breaks between difficult tasks. 
• Provide alternative times for the work to be completed. 
• Extend the due date. 

Adjust input mode Adjust response mode 
Questions to ask: “Could the student do the work if the mode of input 
was altered? Does the student have difficulty making meaning from 
typical means of instruction?” 
• Provide access to digital texts, text-to-speech functions, 

multimedia sources. 
• Include illustrations or graphic organisers describing how to 

complete tasks or as additional structure and support. 
• Highlight and/or underline important words in instructions and 

texts. 
• Create guided notes that limit reading and highlight key points. 
• Assign a partner to share the reading requirements and assist the 

student with unfamiliar words. 
• Assign a partner to share the reading requirements and assist the 

student with unfamiliar words. 

Questions to ask: “Could the student do the work if the 
mode of responding was altered? Does the student have 
difficulty responding in written format, orally, or when 
reading is involved?” 
• Provide a choice between written and oral answers. 
• Allow the student to dictate answers to the teacher, 

an assistant, or peer. 
• Create guided notes to minimise writing. 
• Allow the student to tape record answers to tests or 

assignments. 
• Allow the student to use other creative modes for 

demonstrating understanding (e.g., building, drawing, 
drama, etc.). 

 
 



Teacher resources

•  Fact Sheet
• Teacher reflection tool

ETLP 8: Task Difficulty Fact Sheet
Definition
• Task difficulty relates to work tasks that exceed the student’s skill level. It is important to determine which aspects of the task/tasks do not match the student’s skills, 

and then how they can be appropriately adjusted to decrease associated problem behaviours and increase opportunities for academic success.

www.rypple.org.au

Rationale
• Research shows that when work is too difficult or needs significant use of weak or 

developing skills, it often results in disengagement and increased problem behaviour 
(Scott, et al., 2012). 

• Providing tasks at the correct level of difficulty increases and promotes on-task 
behaviour, task completion, task comprehension and appropriate class-wide behaviour.

• By adjusting task difficulty, we can ensure that more students will attempt tasks and 
experience success. 

Guidelines
To choose instructional materials or tasks at the correct level of 
difficulty, consider three aspects: the student, the materials and the 
task. 

Many tasks can be readily adjusted in three ways: 
1) the length of task or the time frame allotted
2) the mode of input or response
3) the extent of instruction or practice provided. 

Trauma Lens
• Providing opportunities for students 

to take breaks in the classroom 
when needed gives students another 
tool to practice safety and self-
regulate when they feel heightened 
emotions.

Planning for Practice
• Identify core subjects/skills for which strategies are needed.
• Create a menu of strategies that are practical and doable.
• Select practices to embed into lesson plans.
• Identify students who could benefit from implementation of 

strategies.
• Select specific strategies and implement.
• Choose the amount of time the strategies will be used.
• Take data to see if the strategies are effective.
• Gradually decrease use of the strategies as students are able to

make sufficient progress without them.

Strategy Examples

Time 
Adjustments

• Have shorter work periods with other activities/tasks in between.
• Provide physical breaks between difficult tasks.
• Provide alternative times for students to complete their work.

Length 
Adjustments

• Highlight, in a colour, the problems for the student to complete.
• Have the student cover all tasks except the one being worked on.
• Break up the tasks into chunks.

Adjust Input 
Mode

• Include illustrations on worksheets describing how to complete tasks.
• Highlight and/or underline important words in instructions and texts.
• Create Guided Notes that highlight key points.

Response 
Mode

• Provide choice of written or oral answers.
• Allow students to video or take pictures to produce journals or essays.

Increased 
Instruction 
or Practice

Acquisition stage
• Arrange for additional brief instructional sessions using the modeling-

guided practice-independent practice approach
Fluency-building stage
• Arrange for a peer tutor to assist with guided practice opportunities.
•  Use partner work to increase fluency with flash cards 
• Ensure 90% accuracy before moving to independent practice.
Mastery or generalisation stage
• Use meaningful real-life examples for practice and application



Professional development and coaching 
classroom practices
Professional development should follow the same steps suggested when we teach students:

• define the classroom practice - what it is and briefly what the research says about using it

• model how and how not to use the classroom practice in various contexts

• allow time for and support for teachers to plan to use the practice

• establish systems for peer observation and getting data feedback (not verbal feedback) 
about use of the practice

• support teachers to reflect on their use of the classroom practices as part of a continual 
improvement journey.




