
often used interchangeably for college admis-
sions, yet require students to demonstrate sub-
stantially different skills and knowledge. The
ACT requires examinees to memorize formulas
and identities, and includes numerous text-
book-like problems that can be solved via sim-
ple application of procedural and declarative
knowledge. In contrast, the SAT I provides stu-
dents with formulas and mathematical identi-
ties, and places relatively more emphasis on
abstract reasoning. Ostensibly, students prepar-
ing for the SAT I should not spend their time
memorizing formulas, and should instead focus
their efforts on furthering their inferential rea-
soning skills. On the other hand, examinees
studying for the ACT might attempt to review
formulas or practice algorithmic problems.
Particularly for high-stakes exams, it is crucial
that students prepare in appropriate ways, as
differences in preparation efforts can greatly
influence performance.

Inconsistencies among the exams are not the
only potential source of confusion, as discrepan-
cies between a framework and a test can send
contradictory messages. The Mathematics Content
Standards for California Public Schools,
Kindergarten Through Grade 12, the National
Council on Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM)
Standards,13 and the Statement on Competencies
in Mathematics Expected of Entering College
Students indicate that desired outcomes of math-
ematics instruction include an increase in math-
ematical reasoning and communication, as well
as a greater appreciation for the role that math-
ematics plays in everyday life. Of the three
exams that resulted from these frameworks (the
GSEs, Stanford 9 and CSU, respectively), the
content of two of the tests did not appear to
address these particular outcomes. Fewer than

10 percent of the items on the Stanford 9 and
the CSU assessed problem-solving ability, and
none required students to communicate mathe-
matically. Furthermore, the plethora of abstract
questions on the CSU exam, and the limited
practical applications of the Stanford 9 contex-
tualized items, may suggest to students that
mathematics is not useful or relevant to real-
world problems. The multiple-choice format
favored by the Stanford 9 and CSU can also
send negative messages regarding the impor-
tance of reasoning skills. Although items in any
format can be designed to measure a variety of
abilities, multiple-choice items are popularly
believed to be less adequate than free-response
questions at measuring higher-order thinking.
Additionally, multiple-choice items are solution-
oriented, as students who select the correct
option receive full credit, regardless of the logic
or reasoning underlying the given response. 

The signals stemming from the Stanford 9
or CSU can be contrasted with those from the
GSE. The GSE open-ended items were well-
contextualized and process-oriented. The latter
factor was clearly evident in the scoring rubric,
which awarded different scores to two students
who had the same set of calculations but who
varied in their justifications of their work. In
essence, scores were strongly affected by the
degree to which students communicated their
responses. However, the GSE test instructions
were vague as to how elaborate the students’
explanations should be, and in some instances
the failure to receive the maximum number of
points might have stemmed from a mismatch
between the item stem and the scoring guide-
lines. For instance, one item presented students
with data relating the amount of compression
with the height of a ball shot upwards, and
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asked students to “make a graph of this infor-
mation.” Students choosing a bar graph
received only partial credit because the bar
graph was not the most appropriate manner in
which to represent the data. Perhaps if the
instructions were more specific in their require-
ments and prompted students to consider the
most suitable manner of data representation (as
opposed to any mode of representation), these
students might have chosen a different type of
graph. Especially for free-response items, the
standards that will be used for judging respons-
es must be clearly and adequately conveyed to
examinees.

Results for English/Language Arts
(ELA)

In this section we present the results of our
analysis of alignment among tests used to assess
students’ skills in reading and writing. The
tests’ names were varied, but they all focused
on reading and/or writing in the English lan-
guage. Table 2, discussed briefly above, lists the
tests along with basic details. 

Framework
The ELA framework covers three types of
items: reading, objective writing (mainly multi-
ple-choice items), and essay writing. Many of
the tests we examined included two or all three
of these item types, whereas others focused on a
single type. In contrast to mathematics, there
were no clear content areas that could be used
to categorize items. Instead, the ELA analysis
focuses more on structural characteristics and
cognitive demands. In addition, many of the
tests include short passages followed by sets of

items, so it was necessary to categorize both the
passage and the individual item. 

There was extensive overlap among the
frameworks for reading, objective writing, and
essay writing. As with math, we identified sub-
categories to sharpen the distinctions among
the main categories, but we coded using only
the main categories. The structural dimensions,
described in further detail in Table 4a, included
three categories. The topic category captured
the subject matter of the passage, and consisted
of five areas—fiction, humanities, natural sci-
ence, social science, and personal accounts. The
type category identified the author’s writing
style as narrative, descriptive, persuasive, or
informative. The stimulus category referred to
the presentation of the passage, such as a letter,
essay, poem, or story. Raters used all three cate-
gories when coding the reading and objective
writing items, but used only the topic category
when coding the essay writing questions. 

The cognitive framework for both the read-
ing and objective writing measures consisted of
a single cognitive demand dimension. Raters
coded questions as assessing ability to recall
information, make inferences, or evaluate an
item’s style. In reading, questions that could be
answered via direct reference to the passage
were coded as recall items, whereas questions
that required the examinees to interpret the
material were coded as inference items.
Questions that pertained to the development of
ideas or improved upon the presentation of the
reading passages were coded as evaluating style. 

For the objective writing measures, items that
entailed application of grammatical rules were
considered recall items. Typically, most of these
questions concerned mechanics or usage errors.
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Inference items were those that required exami-
nees to identify cause-and-effect relationships,
and “evaluating style” items asked students to
display rhetorical skills including an understand-
ing of sentence organization, clarity, and other
stylistic features of written work. Table 4b gives
more details of the cognitive coding systems.

The above framework was not applicable to
the essay writing items, since all of the essay
tests prompted students to establish and sup-
port a thesis. Students could use recalled
knowledge as well as make inferences, and were
asked to construct a clear presentation (see
Table 4b). For the essay writing questions,
raters focused on the scoring criteria, which

highlight the emphasis given to mechanics,
word choice, organization, style, and insight. 

Aspects of Alignment and Misalignment in
English/Language Arts
We analyzed the degree of alignment among
the different assessments by comparing the
structural and content dimensions for each pas-
sage and each item. All of the ELA exams with
reading sections used a passage as an item
prompt, and virtually all of the studied tests
included a set of multiple-choice items (the UC
placement test was the exception). 

Perhaps indicative of the loosely defined
nature of the subject matter, differences among
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Description or Example

Type of Writing

Narrative Stories, personal essays, personal anecdotes

Descriptive Describes person, place, or thing

Persuasive Attempt to influence others to take some action or to influence someone’s attitudes or ideas

Informative Share knowledge; convey messages, provide information on a topic, instructions for 

performing a task

Topic

Fiction story, poem

Humanities e.g., artwork of Vincent Van Gogh

Natural sciences e.g., the reproductive process of fish

Social sciences e.g., one man, one vote; cost effectiveness of heart transplants

Personal e.g., diary account of death of a parent

Stimulus materials

Letters

Essays

Poems

Stories

Table 4a. Description of the ELA Structural Dimension Coding Scheme
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Table 4b. Description of the ELA Cognitive Dimension Coding Scheme

Description or Example Used for
Reading

Used for 
Object Writing

Used for 
Essay Writing

Cognitive Demands

Recall Answer can be found directly in the text, or by using

the definitions of words or literary devices, or by

applying grammatical rules

X X

Infer Interpret what is already written X X

Evaluate style Improve the way the material is written X X

Scoring Criteria X

Mechanics Grammar, punctuation, capitalization X

Word choice Use of language, vocabulary, sentence structure X

Organization Logical presentation, development of ideas, use of

appropriate supporting examples

X

Style Voice, attention to audience X

Insight Analytic proficiency, accurate understanding of stimu-
lus passage

X 

the exams were much more prevalent than in
math. Some assessments did not involve a writ-
ten composition (ACT, SAT I, SAT II
Literature, and Stanford 9) whereas others
required two or three essays (AP, GSE
Reading/Literature, and GSE Written
Composition). There were also vast differences
in the amount of time students were permitted
to write their essays; the UC system allotted
two hours for a single essay, whereas the SAT II
Writing exam and the Santa Barbara City
College exam each allowed only 20 minutes for
essay completion. 

The differences were not limited to the
administrative characteristics of each exam, but
were also apparent with respect to the structur-
al features. In reading, all of the passages on
the SAT II Literature test were narrative, and
63 percent were on fictional literary topics (see

Table 5a). In contrast, the SAT I passages tend-
ed to be informative (60 percent), and were
much more likely to draw from humanities (40
percent). The essay was the most predominant
presentation mode, with all of the passages on
the AP, CSU, GSE Reading/Literature, and
Santa Barbara City College exams presented in
this manner. The majority of the passages on
the SAT I and ACT were also essays (80 per-
cent and 75 percent, respectively), but the SAT
II Literature and the Stanford 9 varied the
stimuli in which the reading passages were pre-
sented.  The Stanford 9 included a letter and a
flyer, whereas the SAT II Literature test was
the only reading exam that included poems as a
stimulus. These formats were not found on the
other reading exams.

On measures of objective writing, the ACT,
CSU, GSE Reading/Literature, SAT II
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Writing, and Santa Barbara City College
assessments included passages as item prompts,
whereas the SAT I did not (see Table 5b).
Virtually all the passages were presented as
essays, although the Santa Barbara City College
exam did include stories as a stimulus. There
was some variation in the types of passages, as
the GSE Written Composition passages were
narrative, whereas the CSU passages were
informative. Passages on the ACT, SAT II
Writing, and Santa Barbara City College exams
were approximately equally divided between
narrative and informative. In a similar manner,
the topics of the objective writing passages var-
ied greatly from one test to the next; the ACT
and SAT II Writing items tended to include
themes from humanities (60 percent and 100
percent, respectively) whereas the CSU test
focused on issues in social science. In contrast,
the GSE Written Composition included per-
sonal accounts. 

For the extended essay writing assessments,
all the measures but the CSU and Santa
Barbara City College exams included a topic
from humanities (see Table 5c). Personal
accounts were also commonly chosen prompts,
found on such assessments as the AP, GSE
Written Composition, GSE Reading/
Literature, UC Subject A, and Santa Barbara
City College tests. Of the forms that we stud-
ied, only the GSE Written Composition and
CSU exams selected a social science theme, and
only the UC Subject A test included a topic
from natural science. None of the prompts
drew from fictional material. 

Inconsistencies among the exams were par-
ticularly evident with respect to the cognitive
demands of each test. Of the reading assess-
ments, only the AP test required students to

analyze a literary excerpt via a written composi-
tion. The remaining exams assessed knowledge
and understanding of a passage solely with mul-
tiple-choice items. The cognitive complexity of
the multiple-choice questions varied greatly
among each of the measures. In reading, for
instance, the SAT I and SAT II Literature tests
placed great emphasis on analytical ability, with
83 percent and 80 percent of their items,
respectively, assessing inferential skills (see
Table 5d). Tests such as the AP and CSU also
emphasized inferential skills, although not as
heavily as the SAT I or SAT II Literature
exams (77 percent and 66 percent, respectively).
In contrast, measures such as the ACT,
Stanford 9, and GSE Reading/Literature
focused on straightforward recollection of
information (58 percent, 71 percent, and 86
percent of their questions, respectively).

There was also great variation in cognitive
complexity on the objective writing assessments
(see Table 5e). Of the six measures, only the
SAT I and the Santa Barbara City College
included a significant proportion of items
assessing inferential skills (100 percent and 57
percent of their items, respectively). Such ques-
tions comprised less than 5 percent of the items
on the ACT and SAT II Writing exams, and
were completely absent from the GSE Written
Composition test. The CSU focused on evalu-
ating writing style (64 percent), whereas GSE
emphasized recall items (67 percent). Tests such
as the ACT and SAT II Writing exams were
more balanced in the kinds of skills they
assessed; the items on these tests were mainly
divided among recollection of information and
evaluation of style.

There was much more consistency with
respect to the kinds of cognitive demands
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Test Type Topic
Narrative Descriptive Persuasive Informative Fiction Humanities Natural Social Personal

Science Science

ACT 50 0 0 50 25 25 25 25 0

AP 75 0 0 25 0 25 25 0 50

CSU 100 0 0 0 0 100 0 0 0

GSE Reading/Literature 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100

Santa Barbara City College 0 0 0 100 0 43 43 14 0

SAT I 40 0 0 60 20 40 20 20 0

SAT II Literature 100 0 0 0 63 0 0 13 25

Stanford 9 50 0 17 33 17 33 33 0 17

Table 5a. Percent of Reading Passages Falling into Each Category

Test Type Topic
Narrative Descriptive Persuasive Informative Fiction Humanities Natural Social Personal

Science Science

ACT 40 0 0 60 0 60 20 0 20

CSU 0 0 0 100 0 0 0 100 0

GSE Written Composition 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100

Santa Barbara City College 50 0 0 50 0 100 0 0 0

SAT I 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

SAT II Writing 50 0 0 50 0 100 0 0 0

Topic
Test Fiction Humanities Natural Science Social Science Personal Essay

AP X X

CSU X

GSE Reading/Literature X X

GSE Written Composition X X X

SAT II Writing X

Santa Barbara City College X

Table 5c. Topic Contents of Essay Writing Prompts

Table 5b. Percent of Objective Writing Passages Falling into Each Category



required by measures of writing ability (see
Table 5f). Skills such as mechanics, word choice,
style, organization, and insight were identified as
important factors in virtually all of the tests we
studied. However, the GSE Reading/Literature
test downplayed the importance of mechanics,
word choice, and style, and the SAT II Writing
test did not identify did insight as part of its
scoring criteria. The implications of these omis-
sions will be discussed later.

As was the case with math, two verbal tests
may have the same construct label, yet make
vastly different cognitive demands. The GSE
Reading/Literature, AP Literature and
Composition, and SAT II Literature test are all

measures of reading proficiency, but differ in
the kinds of skills assessed. The GSE
Reading/Literature items typically entailed rec-
ollection of facts directly from a given passage,
and usually did not ask students to judge the
mood or tone of the piece. Both the AP and
SAT II Literature assessments, on the other
hand, required deeper analysis of the reading
passage, oftentimes asking students to deter-
mine the effect of a given line or infer the
intentions of the author. The AP exam, in par-
ticular, required students to apply their knowl-
edge of literary devices. The AP test included
many items asking students to identify exam-
ples of hyperboles, alliterations, and the like,
but such questions were not found on either
the GSE Reading/Literature or the SAT II
Literature exams. 

Discrepancies between the curricular stan-
dards and the tests were also apparent. For
instance, the ability to learn the meaning of a
word from context is perceived to be an integral
aspect of English, yet most of the tests did not
address this skill. Instead, many of the vocabu-
lary items assessed students’ recall ability rather
than their inferential skills. The ACT, AP, GSE
Reading/Literature, SAT II Literature, and
Stanford 9 assessments typically framed a
vocabulary item as follows: “In lines XX, the
word ‘panacea’ is best understood to mean…”.
Although the question is phrased to indicate
that the meaning relies on context, it can be
construed as a recall question, as a priori knowl-
edge of the definition is sufficient for a correct
answer, since the context of lines XX did not
affect the standard definition of “panacea.”iii

Two tests that did ask examinees to derive
meaning from context were the CSU and the
SAT I. The CSU contained a section in which
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Stimulus
Letter Essay Poem Story

0 75 0 25

0 100 0 0

0 100 0 0

0 100 0 0

0 100 0 0

0 80 0 20

13 25 50 13

17 33 0 50

Stimulus
Letter Essay Poem Story

0 100 0 0

0 100 0 0

0 100 0 0

0 50 0 50

0 0 0 0

0 100 0 0
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Test Recall Infer Evaluate Style

ACT 58 42 3

AP 23 77 0

CSU 33 66 0

GSE Reading/Literature 86 14 0

Santa Barbara City College 54 46 0

SAT I 18 83 0

SAT II Literature 13 80 7

Stanford 9 71 29 0

Table 5d. Percent of Reading Items Falling into Each Category

Test Recall Infer Evaluate Style

ACT 48 4 48

CSU 14 21 64

GSE Written Composition 67 0 33

Santa Barbara City College 16 57 27

SAT I 0 100 0

SAT II Writing 50 3 47

Table 5e. Percent of Objective Writing Items Falling into Each Category

Table 5f. Factors Identified in the Scoring Criteria of Each Test

Scoring Criteria Factors

Test Mechanics Word Choice Organization Style Insight

AP X X X X X

CSU X X X X X

GSE Reading/Literature X X

GSE Written Composition X X X X X

SAT II Writing X X X X

UC Subject A X X X X X
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a nonsense word was used in a sentence, and
students were asked to decipher the meaning of
the nonsense word. Unlike the other vocabu-
lary tasks described earlier, students must infer
the meaning of the word based on how it is
used, and cannot rely on prior knowledge to
answer the item. 

Similarly, the SAT I contained questions
assessing analytical and inference ability. The
SAT I included an analogy section that
required students to analyze the relationships
between a pair of words, and choose another
pair of words whose relationship was most sim-
ilar to the original pair. The SAT I also con-
tained an additional section in which a sentence
with omitted words was presented.  Examinees
were then asked to choose which set of words,
when inserted into the sentence, would make
the sentence most meaningful. A unique feature
of some of the SAT I items was that they
addressed not only the primary meaning of a
word, but the secondary and tertiary meanings
as well. 

Implications of the Misalignments
As with math, the misalignments among the
ELA assessments can send confusing messages.
There appeared to be little consistency among
the exams, thereby rendering it difficult to
counsel students on the best preparation meth-
ods. Measures that include only multiple-
choice items would be approached in vastly dif-
ferent ways than exams that require a sample of
the examinees’ writing proficiency. Moreover,
even when two tests require a written composi-
tion, the variations in the administrative condi-
tions and scoring criteria call for different kinds
of strategies. For instance, teachers sometimes
instruct students to organize their thoughts

with a detailed outline. This technique may be
appropriate for a two-hour UC essay, but it is
less feasible for a 20-minute SAT II Writing
task. Again, it is important to acknowledge that
some of these inconsistencies may be more
problematic than others, given the diverse pur-
poses and examinees populations of these test-
ing programs.

The inconsistency in the scoring rubrics,
particularly the omission of mechanics, word
choice, and style from the GSE Reading/
Literature scoring rubrics and of insight from
the SAT II Writing scoring guidelines, give rise
to several concerns. First, these skills are part
of the scoring criteria in most English courses
and for the other assessments we examined.
This means that the GSE Reading/Literature
and SAT II Writing standards are incongruent
with those that are typically expressed.
Additionally, it is highly unlikely that the raters
would be unconcerned with these factors when
scoring the test, as mechanics, word choice,
style, and insight are inherently part of what
constitutes good writing ability. If raters are
indeed including these skills as part of the scor-
ing criteria, then students have been misin-
formed about the standards on which they are
judged. In light of the kinds of signals the scor-
ing rubrics send, developers of the GSE
Reading/Literature and SAT II Writing assess-
ments may wish to reconsider the current
guidelines, and be more explicit about their
scoring criteria.

Finally, there are concerns about the incon-
sistencies among the scoring standards across
different measures of writing ability. The
requirements for a model essay under the GSE
Written Composition or CSU guidelines are
less rigorous than those found for the AP exam.
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For the two former tests, maximum scores were
awarded to sample essays that had diction
errors, usage and mechanics lapses, and under-
developed paragraphs. Under the AP guide-
lines, such compositions might receive ade-
quate scores, but would not be viewed as exem-
plary; only essays that demonstrate exceptional
rhetorical and stylistic techniques, with sub-
stantial evidence to support a position, would
receive a maximum score under the AP scoring
rubrics. Because the GSE Written
Composition, CSU, and AP exams are intended
for different student ability levels and serve dif-
ferent purposes, misalignments among their
scoring criteria are inevitable. Nevertheless,
such discrepancies may send mixed messages to
students and school personnel regarding the
standards of what is considered an excellent
composition. 

Discussion
In general, many of the studied tests were not
well-aligned with respect to structure or con-
tent. However, whether the inconsistencies are a
source for concern needs to be interpreted in
light of the purpose to which the assessments
are intended. The misalignments may not pose
a problem if they represent legitimate differ-
ences stemming from diverse uses of the mea-
sures. Indeed, different test purposes will neces-
sitate different kinds of formats, administrative
conditions, and item content. As was discussed
earlier, variations in the content and difficulty
level of the SAT Level IIC, Stanford 9, and
GSE math tests should not be considered prob-
lematic, as the exams have different test uses,
and it is virtually impossible to create one test
that can simultaneously serve those different
purposes. However, when the measures serve

similar purposes and examinee populations, yet
differ substantially in terms of content and cog-
nitive demands (as appears to be the case for the
GSE High School Math and SAT Level IC
assessments, for example), there may be valid
concerns regarding the misalignments.

Regardless of whether or not the discrepan-
cies are warranted, the inconsistencies can
translate to a perceived testing overload by the
examinees. Consider, for instance, the students
applying for entrance to the University of
California system. They are required to take the
SAT I or ACT, SAT II, and possibly a place-
ment exam. They are also encouraged to take
the GSE and AP exams. The overabundance of
exams students are required to take can foster a
perception that the various measures are redun-
dant. Although many of the tests have distinct
uses and are therefore not interchangeable, it is
likely that many students will not recognize the
reasons underlying the need for multiple assess-
ments, and may view the exams as unnecessary,
time-consuming, and stressful.

The misalignments can also send inconsis-
tent signals with respect to preparation efforts.
Although all of the testing preparation materi-
als claimed that a challenging and rigorous aca-
demic program was the best way to prepare for
their exams, structural and content variations
among the tests dictated differences in the most
appropriate preparation strategies. It is likely
that instructors confronted with preparing stu-
dents for the entry-level CSU placement exam
would most likely approach this task in a differ-
ent manner than if they were to prepare their
students for the more rigorous college-entrance
assessments. Perhaps the most important sig-
naling function of the tests relates to the mes-
sages they send to students about what kinds of
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skills are valued. It has been shown that large-
scale assessments, particularly those with direct
consequences for students or teachers, often
influence the kinds of skills and knowledge that
are developed.14 That is, both students and
teachers are likely to focus their attention on
the content that is tested. For this reason, there
have been efforts from various educational
reform movements and professional develop-
ment organizations to increase the emphasis
given to problem-solving items that are framed
in real-world contexts. 

However, there remains a disassociation
between the skills that are considered valuable
and the skills that are actually assessed. In
math, the majority of the items on the studied
assessments involved heuristics using procedur-
al or declarative knowledge. Moreover, as few
items had meaningful applications to the real
world, these tests do not convey the importance
of math beyond the classroom or testing con-
text. It appears that despite efforts to the con-
trary, students may be receiving messages that
mathematics is a sequence of algorithms to be
memorized and applied, with little connection
to real life problems. 

Similarly, on the ELA assessments students
are not given clear signals as to which skills are
valued. Arguably, the ability to make inferences
or to evaluate the style of a given piece is as
valuable as the ability to remember informa-
tion, but this message is probably not adequate-
ly conveyed by exams such as the Stanford 9 or
the GSE Reading/Literature test. Such tests
encourage students to direct their efforts
toward recollection of facts and details, as
opposed to deeper analysis of the given passage.
Moreover, the emphasis given to recall skills,
particularly with respect to the assessment of

vocabulary, can lead some students to learn the
definitions of words through rote methods,
such as memorization. Although this may lead
to an increase in scores, it is not the ideal way
of acquiring meaning, as nuances are not
learned as adequately as if the word had been
encountered in context. 

Perhaps the most problematic signal arises
from the exams administered at the high school
level, including the Stanford 9 and the exams
required for college admissions, because the
majority of these do not require examinees to
demonstrate their writing skills. The SAT II
Writing test, which does include an essay item,
does not require multiple writing samples, nor
does it allow an extended period of time for
students to develop their ideas fully in a single
essay. This may serve to communicate to stu-
dents that writing is not an essential skill for
college-level courses. In reality, however, most
university-level classes require students to write
extensively. Thus, the kinds of skills and knowl-
edge valued in universities can differ substan-
tially from students’ expectations. Again, if the
measures are to send signals that writing ability
is a desired skill, then the current tests need to
be modified to reflect that message.

Limitations of the Alignment
Analysis and Recommendations
for Future Work

The use of expert judgments is a fairly common
approach to studying alignment as well as con-
tent validity.15 The evidence gathered through
this study will be useful in evaluating the validi-
ty of currently used tests for the purposes for
which they were designed. However, this study
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does not provide a complete picture of these
assessments, and other analytic approaches
might lead to somewhat different conclusions.
Observations and interviews with students as
they take the tests, an approach that is some-
times used during the test development process,
would undoubtedly result in somewhat different
interpretations of a tests reasoning require-
ments. Empirical data are also needed to quan-
tify the consistency of student performance
across various kinds of tests.  It is important to
evaluate the likelihood that students who per-
form well on one kind of assessment will do so
on another, as large discrepancies in perfor-
mance can send confusing signals regarding the
actual proficiency level of a student. Particularly
for examinees attempting to prepare for a high-
stakes measure, it is essential that they receive
accurate and consistent information about their
strengths and weaknesses. Finally, increasing the
number of forms studied for each assessment
would enhance the generality of our findings.
The studied tests represent a sample of skills
from a single testing occasion, and forms from
other occasions will certainly vary somewhat.
This is especially true when we analyze align-
ment among ELA topics, where there is a limit-
ed sample on any given test form (e.g., there
may be only one essay). Studying multiple
forms could increase the stability of our results. 

The study would also be improved if we
increased the number of expert raters and
refined our analysis of agreement levels among
these raters. An ideal study would bring in a
larger number of expert judges, selected to
represent a range of experience in both the K-
12 and higher education sectors. It would also
involve a more systematic analysis of differ-
ences in coding, with perhaps some quantifica-

tion of commonalties and differences among
tests. Because we looked at a large number of
tests across several states,iv it was not feasible to
conduct a more thorough study. However, as
we argued earlier, alignment is a more critical
consideration for some sets of tests than for
others. Therefore there may be great benefit
in conducting a more comprehensive align-
ment study on the few tests for which align-
ment really matters, allowing resources to be
targeted rather than spread across a large num-
ber of tests. In California, for example, it
would be worth conducting a study in which
the Stanford 9 test is compared with other
measures of high school math and reading
achievement, such as the SATII exams.
Comparisons with the SATI are arguably less
relevant. In any case, it is clear that students,
parents, educators, and policymakers all could
benefit from attention to the messages and sig-
nals that tests are sending students.

An additional problem stems from the lack
of availability of full test forms for some of the
testing programs. Inspection of actual forms
would provide more accurate information
about the distributions of items across our vari-
ous categories. On the other hand, because this
study is focused on the signaling function of
tests, the use of publicly released materials
rather than actual forms may actually be prefer-
able. It is unlikely that students remember
many details of the items they took on a single
testing day. In contrast, the preparation materi-
als, including sample items and sample test
forms, probably have a greater influence on
students preparation behaviors and their inter-
pretation of what the test measures.

Finally, many of the interpretations we
make above depend on assumptions about stu-
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dents interpretations of the signals sent by
tests. It would be extremely valuable to inter-
view students, educators, and other school and
college personnel to assess their views on
these various testing programs and to find out
how the tests influence their teaching and
learning. It is also important to discover
whether some groups of students are more

heavily influenced by these tests than are oth-
ers. For example, the group of students who
engage in extensive SAT preparation activities
is undoubtedly different from those who take
the SAT with little prior preparation. Data
collected as part of the Stanford Bridge
Project will provide useful information to sup-
plement this alignment study. 
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Notes

i We did not include the results for the AP Calculus AB exam because it was markedly different from the other
studied tests. For example, it did not include material from any other mathematical content area except calculus, and was
the only measure that necessitated a graphing calculator. Moreover, it was intended to assess the proficiency level of a
very select group of high-ability students. Given that the AP shared few commonalities with the other assessments, it was
excluded from the following discussion.

ii Again, for the GSE we did not examine an actual test form, but instead use the set of released items given to
teachers and students. Thus the percentages discussed here do not represent percentages of items that examinees take,
but instead indicate the relative emphases given to various topics on the materials that students use to prepare for the
tests.

iii As discussed earlier, whether an item assesses inferential skills or recall ability depends upon a students proficien-
cy level.

iv Although this report includes only California, we performed similar analyses for five additional states.
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