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Factsheet - Task difficulty
What is task difficulty?
Task difficulty refers to the level of complexity associated with a specific assignment or activity and how it aligns with a student's skill set. Understanding task difficulty involves identifying specific parts of a task where learning may break down, allowing educators to pinpoint areas requiring additional support. This process includes asking reflective questions to select appropriate teaching strategies tailored to student needs. Additionally, it is crucial to determine whether inappropriate behaviour is linked to task difficulty, as this relationship can significantly impact student engagement and classroom dynamics. Finally, selecting instructional strategies that match the demands of the lesson ensures that all students can successfully engage with the material, promoting a more positive learning environment.
Research
It is important to align task difficulty with student capabilities to foster a positive learning environment. Research indicates that work assignments that are too difficult for students can lead to increased disruptive behaviour (Meyer and McGrath 2020). When students are presented with tasks that exceed their skill levels, they are more likely to disengage and exhibit inappropriate behaviours. Providing tasks at the appropriate level of difficulty has been shown to enhance on-task behaviour, task completion, comprehension, and overall class-wide behaviour (Shin and Kim 2019). Additionally, strategies such as decreasing task length and incorporating periodic breaks can help mitigate inappropriate behaviours (Reddy and Sivo 2018; Gonzalez and Rojas 2021). 
Guidelines for implementation
The following guidelines provide a framework for addressing task difficulty and focus on maximising student engagement. Always consider the specific context of your classroom and adjust as necessary to meet the needs of your students.
1. Identify core subjects/skills for which strategies are needed: This remains a foundational step, emphasising the importance of aligning strategies with essential learning goals.
2. Create a menu of strategies that are practical and doable for each: This is crucial for providing teachers with accessible tools to support diverse learners effectively.
3. Identify students who could benefit from implementation of strategies: It’s important to use data-driven methods for identifying students, ensuring that interventions are targeted and effective.
4. Select specific strategies and implement: All strategies should be evidence-based and tailored to individual student needs.
5. Choose the amount of time the strategies will be used: Flexibility in the duration of strategy implementation can be beneficial, adapting as student needs evolve.
6. Collect data to see if the strategies are effective: Continual assessment through formative data collection is essential for evaluating the impact of strategies.
7. Gradually decrease use of the strategies as students are able to make sufficient progress without them: This aligns with the principles of gradual release of responsibility and fading support, ensuring students gain independence.
Examples of task difficulty strategies
When implementing task difficulty strategies, it is crucial to recognise individual learning needs, ensuring approaches are flexible and adaptable to diverse abilities. Implementing a variety of strategies allows teachers to tailor their approach based on individual skill levels and learning styles, ensuring that each student has the opportunity to thrive. The following table outlines practical strategies that can be employed to address task difficulty, providing specific examples for implementation in the classroom.
	Strategy
	Examples

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

	Length adjustments
	Highlight specific questions and or tasks the student must complete.
Break up the assignments 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.
Permit students to use technology to respond as appropriate.
Allow students to video or take pictures to produce journals or compose essays.

	Increased instruction or practice
	Use different instructional strategies than those presented during initial instruction – incorporate multiple representations.
Arrange for additional brief instruction using modelling, then guided practice, then independent practice if the student is in the acquisition stage.
If students understand the content but need more practice, arrange a peer tutor. Ensure 90% accuracy before moving to independent practice.
Use flashcards to increase fluency to 90%.
To assist with mastery or generalisation, use meaningful real-life examples for practice and application.
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