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Assignments (Performance Tasks) for Common Core 

 
 

The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Litera-

cy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects emphasize 

the analysis of ideas and texts, reading complex texts, and writing argu-

ments in response to reading. The assignments (performance tasks) that 

teachers give need to reflect this emphasis and be aligned to the standards.   

 

Dougherty (2012) makes a distinction between activities, assessment, and 

assignments. Activities teach students a skill or reinforce content. Creat-

ing a timeline of major events in the United States between 1750 and 1800 

would be an activity. Activities include worksheets, crossword puzzles, 

outlines, and notes. Another distinction is between assessments and as-

signments. The items on an assessment should be aligned to the CCSS. 

However, the teacher would not teach the specific items on the assess-

ment. The assignment is aligned with the CCSS, and the teacher guides 

the student through the production of the product.  

 

The assignment has three parts: the prompt, the rubric, and the product. 

“The prompt challenges students to explore content. … The rubric de-

scribes expectations” (Dougherty, p. 20).  It is the student product that 

identifies whether the student learned what was taught. Instead of a single 

assignment, there may be a series of linked assignments that build to the 

final product for a unit. In linked assignments, students acquire skills in 

successive assignments rather than handling one long, complex assign-

ment (Dougherty, p. 21). The product at the end may be a written essay or 

it might be a video.   

 

Assignments should be rigorous. The prompt and rubric should tell the 

student how to do the assignment and the characteristics that distinguish 

marginally executed work from proficient work. A sixth grade social stud-

ies teacher, during a discussion of the countries of northern Africa, may 

ask the class to create a poster about Egypt and provide a rubric that em-

phasizes neatness and color. This assignment needs to be made more rig-

orous. The assignment lacks a strong connection to the New York State 

standards for social studies and to the CCSS. Assignments should involve 

multiple skills and complex thinking.  
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Assignments are embedded within units that are embedded within courses.  Within a unit and 

within the course, assignments need to be varied and need to become more complex. The course 

covers a large body of knowledge that needs to be broken into manageable units. There may be 

a few essential questions that define what is taught in the course and what is discarded from the 

body of knowledge. The Common Core State Standards should guide those decisions. There 

will be a variety of assignments throughout the year. Some may be shorter, some longer, some 

simple, and some complex. Overall, as the course progresses, assignments will become longer 

and more complex.  

 

The notion of increasing complexity can be seen in the development of the CCSS.  One of the 

standards for fourth grade writing is “4b. Provide reasons that are supported by facts and de-

tails.” Compare this to 5b which is “Provide logically ordered reasons that are supported by 

facts and details.” 

 

When teachers create units and assignments (performance tasks) in a professional learning com-

munity, the product of the assignment becomes rich data for evaluating  teaching and learning 

and thus improving student achievement  (Dougherty, p. 153). When every teacher of a course 

teaches the same content and incorporates the same assignment, then the assignment can be-

come an interim common assessment. If teachers bring samples of their students’ products to a 

data driven instruction meeting, teachers may see student results from different classrooms. The  

teachers will be able to see how different instructional approaches resulted in different student 

products. If teachers bring samples from sequenced assignments over the year, then teachers 

will be able to evaluate the growth of students by the increasing complexity of the products.  

 

Along with increasing rigor and complexity, assignments that ELA, social studies, and science 

teachers give need to reflect the shifts in ELA assessments and the CCSS.  These shifts include 

Lexile levels and the use of multiple texts.  Through well-designed assignments, teachers can 

prepare students to respond to passages that are at the designated Lexile level for that grade. 

Intentional creation of prompts which ask students to provide evidence from a single text or 

multiple texts will give students the experiences needed for success. 

 

The collaborative analysis of units, lessons, assignments, and assessments will improve the 

achievement of all students. When collaboratively considering assignments—performance 

tasks, consider increasing complexity and rigor throughout the year while aligning to the Com-

mon Core State Standards in the key areas of Lexile level and evidence.  

 

 

Dougherty, E. (2012). Assignments matter: Making the connections that help students meet 

standards. Alexandria, VA: ASCD 
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