
Conducting an Alignment Study

Alignment is a measure of the extent to which a state’s standards and assessments agree and the degree to which they work in conjunction to guide and support student learning.  It is not a question that yields a simple “yes or no” response; rather, alignment is a considered judgment based on a number of factors that collectively determine the degree of match between a state’s standards and the assessment used to gauge if students are achieving those standards.  In other words, does the assessment do an effective job of measuring the knowledge and skills set forth in the standards for each grade level/grade span?

An alignment study strives to answer several key questions: 

· Is there a strong content match between the test items (and the test as a whole) and the state’s standards/benchmark/indicators?

· Are the test items (and the test as a whole) more rigorous, less rigorous, or of comparable rigor to the state’s standards/benchmark/indicators?

· Is the source of challenge appropriate?  That is, is the hardest thing about the test item that which the item is targeting for assessment? (E.g., Is there an underlying algebra demand embedded in items assessing other math content strands? or Does the audio portion of the test get in the way of understanding and responding to the test item?)

· Are the text passages for reading assessments of appropriate length and complexity?
· To what degree does this set of items/this test reflect the balance of content and performance delineated in the corresponding benchmark/indicators for the grade level?

Norman Webb’s Dimensions of Alignment
1. Categorical concurrence - The same or consistent categories of content appear in both documents. 

Do the same categories of knowledge and skills appear in both the standards and the assessments? For example, does the mathematics test include math skills, math concepts, and math problem solving if all three “categories” are included in the state’s CCA for mathematics?
2. Depth-of-Knowledge (DOK) - What is elicited from students on the assessment is as demanding cognitively as what students are expected to know and do as stated in the standards. 
Do the assessment items/tasks reflect the cognitive complexity of the concepts and processes described in the standards?  In other words, are the assessments as cognitively challenging as the standards? This is generally the most overlooked alignment component.  It requires careful analysis to determine if the assessment is accurately targeting the depth of knowledge levels called for in the standards.

3. Balance of Representation - The extent to which items are appropriately distributed across standards. 

Do the assessments reflect the same degree and pattern of instructional emphasis (in terms of content and skills tested) as found in the state’s academic content standards? 
4. Range-of-Knowledge - The criterion for correspondence between span of knowledge for a standard and the assessment considers the number of objectives within the standard measured, with at least one related assessment item/activity. 
Will the assessments yield scores that reflect the full range of achievement implied by academic achievement standards? Alignment should occur at the “stem” level or finer grain to ensure that the strands and standards are appropriately sampled.  This does NOT mean that each stem should be assessed separately; rather it simply means that the assessments should be built from a blueprint that reflects the appropriate weight of each stem. (Stem is used here to mean the beginning of the CCA statement/description, such as in mathematics, “The student will apply multiple representations…”)
Sample Methodology for Alignment Studies

Stage I Review

Item-by-item analysis

To determine how closely each item of a given test form is aligned to the related grade-span content, teams of educators who are knowledgeable of the content and skills expected for that grade span will review first the content match and then the Depth of Knowledge match of each item. Working in pairs, educators will review and code each item using a simple coding system.

· Reviewer Question 1 - Content Alignment: Is there a strong content match between the test items and the benchmark/indicator? Support materials: standards document; DOK practice materials with sample test items, proficiency descriptions.
2= test item fully addresses or exceeds the content described in the corresponding benchmark/indicator

1= test item partially addresses the content described in the corresponding benchmark/indicator. Often, there will be content/skills assessed in the test item that addresses only a narrow aspect described in the corresponding benchmark/indicator for this grade level. Each item coded as “partial” content match will then go through a second, holistic review to determine whether the “set” of items fully matches the benchmark/indicator. NOTES about these items should identify missing aspects that will facilitate the Stage II review.

0= test item does not address the content described in any corresponding benchmark/indicator. There may be content assessed on the test which is not included for large-scale assessment at this grade level.

· Reviewer Question 2 - DOK Alignment: Are the test items more rigorous, less rigorous, or of comparable rigor to the state benchmark/indicators for Assessment? Support materials: DOK content-specific charts
To determine how closely each item of a given test form is aligned to the intended Depth of Knowledge of the benchmark/indicators, pairs will review the same items again, using a content-specific Depth of Knowledge Levels Table and the intended DOK levels of the benchmark/indicator to determine whether the cognitive demand of the test item is more rigorous, less rigorous, or of comparable rigor to the corresponding benchmark/indicator (from the content match).

To complete the DOK review, committees will determine and record the DOK of the item on the template provided. No further notations will be made until each “set of items” aligned to that benchmark/indicators are holistically reviewed during Stage II. This will allow reviewers to determine whether the DOK ceiling and lower DOK levels are assessed by the set of items aligned for content.

· Reviewer Question 3: Analyze Source of Challenge

Is the source of challenge appropriate?  That is, is the hardest thing about the test item that which is targeted for assessment in the item? There should be VERY few notations here. For example, source of challenge in social studies might include cultural references not being assessed, but important to understanding the item question. Is the reading level of a math problem above what would be expected for that grade?

Important Notes: 

· Each coding must include the test item #, since it will be important to know (in Stage II) if more than one item is assessing a DOK level 2 when the benchmark/indicator ceiling is a DOK 3, for example.

· Items that do not match any benchmark/indicator for state assessment are listed at the end with a notation – which might include benchmark/indicators for a higher grade level.

· See sample template for coding examples.

Stage 2 Review

Holistic Analysis – Review each “set” of items aligned to each benchmark/indicator, then consider the alignment to each content strand as a whole.
· Reviewer Question 4 - Content Alignment: Is there a strong content match between the test as a whole and the state’s benchmark/indicator?

Does the ________________ Test assess the content articulated in the state’s benchmark/indicators? A “strong content match” means that test descriptions and sample test items fully assess all or almost all aspects of the standards/benchmark/indicators. A “moderate content match” means that while there was strong alignment to some aspects of the benchmark/indicators, other aspects of the benchmark/indicators were either not assessed at all or not fully assessed. “Weak/No content match” means that test items do not assess any aspects of the benchmark/indicators or do not assess the benchmark/indicators aspects as described.

· Reviewer Question 5 - DOK Alignment: Overall, is the test more rigorous, less rigorous, or of comparable rigor to the states’ benchmark/indicators.

· Reviewer Question 6 - Text Complexity Review – [for ELA committees only] Support materials: article on Increasing Text Complexity.
Using descriptors listed for each grade span, identify those descriptors that apply to most or all of the text passages in the test form. 

Important Note: Use the Overall Summary Templates for this Stage II Review and comments. This is about the test as a whole – not as individual items, although you will use the item review coding from Stage I for your summaries.
General Overall Decision Guidelines

Strong Alignment – if 70-100% alignment with standards & benchmarks

Moderate Alignment – if 40% - 69% alignment with standards & benchmarks

Weak/No Alignment – if zero – 39% alignment with standards & benchmarks

Staple all pages of Stage I and Stage II together – be sure you have all pages (for each strand).

Stage 3 Review

This stage of the review will compare state test blueprints to test forms across grade levels.

· Reviewer Question 7 - Evaluate “balance” for the set of items: To what degree does this set of items reflect the balance of content and performance delineated in the corresponding grade level? For all grade levels?

· Reviewer Question 8 - Categorical concurrence: Do the same categories of knowledge and skills appear in both the standards and the assessments for this grade level? For all grade levels?

· Reviewer Question 9 - Range-of-Knowledge: Will the assessments yield scores that reflect the full range of achievement implied by academic achievement standards?
Important Note: Stage II Reviews should have summarized alignment ratings/comments by content strand. 
SAMPLE Coding for Stage I Review

	Test & Form Reviewed: ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_____Terra Nova – Form Z_                                                      Total Number of Items:

	Content Area: Math
Grade Level: 3
Strand: Number Properties

	Content Alignment

Test Items listed by number WITH “2-1-0” coding; notes go in far right column 
	DOK Alignment

Test Items listed by number WITH DOK
	Source of Challenge Notes 

Test Items listed by number
	Comments/Gaps (notes if coded for partial content match)

	MA-EP-1.1.1 Apply multiple representations – whole numbers, fractions, real-world problems, place value

DOK 2
	#5 – 1

#6 - 0
	#5 - 2
	
	#5 – place value

#6 – related content, but not in standards for this grade level

	MA-EP-1.1.2 Compare whole numbers and fractions

DOK 2
	#12 – 1

#16 – 2

#17 - 1
	#12 – 1

#16 – 1

#17 - 1
	
	#12 – whole numbers
#17 - fractions

	MA-EP-1.2.1 Estimate quantities

DOK 2
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Items with NO Content Match 
	#7 - 0
	#7 - 1
	
	#7 – use identity property of multiplication – not included for large-scale assessment at grades 3-5


Check item numbers to be sure you have coded each item in the test form, even if it has “no content match.”

Stage I Review: Are the test items aligned to our content and DOK?
	Test & Form Reviewed: ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_________________                                                        Total Number of Items:

	Content Area: 

Grade Level:

Strand:

List benchmarks & indicators below
	Content Alignment

Test Items listed by number WITH “2-1-0” coding; notes go in far right column 
	DOK/Cog Demand Alignment

Test Items listed by number WITH DOK (description)
	Source of Challenge Notes 

Test Items listed by number
	Comments/Gaps (notes if coded for partial content match)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Items with NO Content Match 
	
	
	
	


Stage II Review: As a whole, is the test content and DOK aligned to our standards?
	Test and Form Reviewed:                                                                                                  Total Number of Items:                                       

	Content Area:

Grade Level:

Strand:
	Overall Content Match
	Overall Level of Rigor/Cognitive Demand
	Comments/Gaps

Include number of items aligned

	List benchmarks & indicators as in Stage I form
	· Strong Content Match

· Moderate Content Match
· Weak/No Content Match

	· More rigorous

· Similar to 
· Less rigorous
	

	
	· Strong Content Match

· Moderate Content Match
· Weak/No Content Match Content Match

	· More rigorous

· Similar to 

· Less rigorous

	

	
	· Strong Content Match

· Moderate Content Match
· Weak/No Content Match

	· More rigorous

· Similar to 

· Less rigorous

	

	
	· Strong Content Match

· Moderate Content Match
· Weak/No Content Match

	· More rigorous

· Similar to 

· Less rigorous

	

	
	· Strong Content Match

· Moderate Content Match
· Weak/No Content Match
	· More rigorous

· Similar to 

· Less rigorous

	

	Overall Rating for Strand


	
	
	


Stage III Review Template – For overall summary of results – multiple tests & content areas

Here is what an overall summary might look like with all tests listed and rated for all grades reviewed. Some tests might have a strong alignment only with certain grade levels and weaker alignment with others; or stronger alignment with some content areas and weaker alignment with others.

	Overall Alignment Ratings* Across Grade Spans

	Tests Reviewed
	Math
	ELA
	Science
	Social Studies
	ELP

	Test company #1
	Grade 3 – Moderate 

Grade 6 - Moderate

Grade 9 - Weak
	Grade 3 - Weak

Grade 6 - strong

Grade 9 - strong
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade K-2 - NA

Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9

	Test company #2
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3 - NA

Grade 6 - NA

Grade 9 - NA
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade K-2

Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9

	
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade K-2

Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9

	
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade K-2

Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9

	
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9
	Grade K-2

Grade 3

Grade 6

Grade 9


*General Overall Decision Guidelines

Strong Alignment – if 70-100% alignment with standards & benchmarks

Moderate Alignment – if 40% - 69% alignment with standards & benchmarks

Weak/No Alignment – if zero – 39% alignment with standards & benchmarks
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