
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.
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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


