
Introduction

Over the past two decades, the education reform movement in the United 
States has aff ected students, teachers, and administrators at every level 
of the education system—from students in the K–12 classrooms and their 
teachers, to postsecondary teacher candidates and teacher educators, to 
education policymakers at the district, state, and federal levels. Now that 
most states in the nation have put in place curricular and achievement 
standards for students at each stage of their education, and now that high-
stakes testing is a factor not only in high school graduation but also in 
teacher licensing and school accreditation, the education community is 
increasingly challenged to look at the system as a whole. How can we 
translate state learning standards into curricular objectives and actual 
classroom practice? How can we design the K–16 curriculum so that 
students move smoothly and seamlessly from one grade to the next? How 
can we ensure that student assessments provide data that are not only 
reliable and valid but can also be used to advance students’ achievement? 
How can we make sure that every child has a highly qualifi ed teacher? 

In October 2004 in Chicago, National Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES®), 
a national leader in the area of teacher certifi cation testing, sponsored a 
conference of educators and policymakers who came prepared to look at 
just such questions. Though they did not expect to provide the defi nitive 
answers, they examined the issue from many perspectives, exchanged 
ideas, and considered directions for the future. Entitled “A� er Student 
Standards: Alignment,” the conference, as its name suggests, focused on a 
theme that is now of central importance to educators as well as a concern of 
legislators and the public at large. By alignment, the conference organizers 
meant the integration and coherence of our complex national system of 
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public education. This was a convenient shorthand, to be sure, but alignment 
is also the word that is used popularly, and it is a concept whose general 
meaning proved to be a starting place for the individual interpretations 
and contributions of all the conference participants. This volume contains 
the presentations made by those speakers. 

The book is divided into fi ve sections, each of which gathers papers with 
common thematic concerns. As many speakers pointed out, the context for 
much of the current a� ention to education alignment is a piece of federal 
legislation in which the term actually appears, the No Child Le�  Behind 
Act of 2001 (NCLB). Section 1, “Framing the Issues,” contains three papers 
dealing with defi nitional and conceptual problems relating to alignment 
and also with placing NCLB in its historical context. Christopher Cross 
provides an overview of the history of federal involvement in education. 
He explains and documents the way in which the federal government has 
moved from the periphery of educational policymaking to its very center, 
evolving from an adviser that guides, exhorts, and encourages states with 
fi nancial incentives to a major presence that is intrinsically involved with 
education philosophy, planning, and enforcement. Ronald Berk discusses 
alignment from a psychometric perspective. He points out that the word 
as it is used in the vernacular—a straightening out of something that is 
crooked—is inaccurate in the context of assessment, in which the important 
variables are instead the match or congruence between material being 
tested and the testing instrument, and the degree to which these overlap. 
Penelope Earley discusses the various notions of alignment as they are 
expressed in education bills, laws, regulations, and policy options, as well 
as in the popular press and in political discourse. She observes that while 
there seem to be common expectations of what alignment should consist of, 
there is no nationally agreed-upon defi nition of the term or elucidation of 
the goal. “The term has a chameleonlike quality,” she says, “taking on the 
characteristics of whoever is writing about it and in what context.” Ideally, 
alignment is “the degree to which standards, assessments, and other 
important elements of an education system are complementary and work 
together to eff ectively guide student learning.” It is the “nexus” of state 
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standards, the K-12 curriculum, student assessments, the postsecondary 
teacher-training curriculum, and teacher credentialing standards. But, as 
Earley and other speakers point out, alignment is also, on the most basic 
level, the matching up of good teachers with students who need them. The 
important goal of hiring teachers with thorough content knowledge and 
pedagogy skills is matched by the goal of educating teachers who have the 
skills and disposition to teach the diverse learners in our public schools. 

Section 2, “Case Studies,” consists of six case studies of alignment at 
various levels. Each one suggests that despite the uncertainties discussed 
in Section 1, concerted eff orts to align state standards with school 
curricula, classroom teaching with student assessment, subject-ma� er 
instruction among all grade levels, and teacher licensing with the state 
standards of student learning have produced enormous benefi ts in terms 
of student achievement. Sam Swoff ord describes the process by which the 
California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CCTC) aligned teacher 
credentialing tests with California Learning Standards. Thomas Ellio�  
discusses Virginia’s adoption in the late nineties of the Standards of Learning 
for Virginia Public Schools (SOL) and the development of tests based on 
these standards to measure student learning of the defi ned content. Funds 
from the Virginia Department of Education supported Project Graduation, 
a program providing extra help to students in danger of not meeting 
the new graduation requirements, and federal funds have supported 
a statewide initiative to recruit and retain qualifi ed teachers. Bernard 
Aude� e describes the successful alignment of curriculum and assessment 
in one Massachuse� s school district. In Illinois, as Robert Nielsen recounts, 
the Standards-Aligned Classroom Initiative (SAC) provided coaches and 
mentors to school-based teams of teachers, who worked collaboratively to 
align their individual classrooms with the Illinois Learning Standards and 
to increase their understanding of the Illinois Standards Achievement Test. 
Two speakers from Texas gave presentations on that state’s pioneering 
eff orts in the standards reform movement. James Barker discusses the 
success of the El Paso Collaborative, a joint venture of the University of 
Texas-El Paso and three El Paso area school districts focused particularly 
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on decreasing the achievement gap between more affl  uent and less affl  uent 
students and between Hispanic and non-Hispanic students on state-
mandated examinations. Alignment of the K–12 curriculum in the state 
and major changes in the university’s teacher preparation program both 
contributed to that goal. Finally, Alma Allen describes the alignment of 
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) with the student assessment, 
the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).

The papers in Section 3, “Alignment and Teachers,” consider the ways in 
which standards reform needs to move beyond K–12 to incorporate the 
postsecondary preparation of future teachers. Many speakers pointed out 
that in order for the goals of education reform to be realized, the teachers 
of future teachers also must align their curricula with the competencies 
that will be required of teachers in the K–12 classrooms. As Dee Hopkins 
says, just as “higher education needs a continuous supply of students who 
possess the essential academic knowledge and fundamental literacy skills 
to prosper in higher education . . . , elementary and secondary students need 
a steady supply of teachers who are prepared to teach in accordance with 
the new standards and curriculum frameworks.” The goal of alignment, 
she says, is “alignment of the entire K–16 system that functions holistically 
rather than linearly.”

In the fi rst paper in Section 3, William Sanders off ers empirical, research-
based data for what he calls “value-added assessment”: the inherent 
connection between teacher quality and student achievement. “The 
sequence of teachers that children have over time,” he says, “will have 
more to do with their ultimate achievement levels . . . than perhaps any 
other single factor.” Specifi cally, the progress that a student makes in a 
classroom with a highly eff ective teacher will continue to be evident 
several grades later, while a student who had a less eff ective teacher in an 
early grade will be commensurately disadvantaged later on. Dee Hopkins 
tells the story of the Regent’s Initiative for Excellence in Education, a major 
project undertaken by the Texas A & M University system to make teacher 
education a priority of the system’s universities. Focusing on the Corpus 
Christi campus, she describes the success of the program in terms of its 
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three main goals: enlarging the pool of credentialed teachers in Texas, 
graduating more minority teachers, and increasing the number of teachers 
in high-need fi elds. Virginia McMillan discusses the increasingly important 
role of community colleges in teacher education and in paraprofessional 
credentialing under the new requirements of NCLB. The Illinois Articulation 
Initiative is presented as a model venture in which the community college 
curriculum was aligned with both the Illinois Learning Standards for 
K–12 and the general education core curriculum of the state’s colleges and 
universities. This alignment allows for the smooth transfer of community 
college students (and their credits) to four-year institutions. 

In Section 4, “Roles of State and Professional Organizations,” representa-
tives of professional associations of educators weigh in on the movement 
for standards and alignment. Robert Fisher discusses the initiative of the 
Association of Teacher Educators (ATE) to develop standards for teacher 
educators and a certifi cation process for the designation of “master teacher 
educator.” Hazel Loucks presents the National Education Association’s 
critique of NCLB as a vehicle for standards-based reform. Brenda Wel-
burn, speaking for the National Association of State Boards of Education, 
examines current movements in individual states to abolish the state board 
and makes a strong argument for their continued existence. State boards 
of education, she points out, are governing bodies whose various func-
tions include implementing education laws, establishing state standards 
and curriculum frameworks, determining high school graduation require-
ments, accrediting teacher preparation programs, and se� ing teacher certi-
fi cation regulations. In other words, boards of education have a role in all 
the areas  “that ought to be aligned in a fi rst-rate education system.”

In Section 5, “Concluding Remarks and a Look Toward the Future,” a 
nationally known litigator of education equity cases and a former state 
legislator who now works at the Colorado Department of Education each 
provides an overview of the issues and discusses some of the unresolved 
problems that will likely demand our a� ention in the future. Michael Rebell 
points out that the NCLB-required alignment of teacher quality with high 
student standards provides fertile legal ground for equity challenges to 

Introduction



vi

school funding arrangements and teacher credentialing. Dorothy Gotlieb 
presents a series of provocative questions for future consideration, 
including the open issue of whether the current movement for standards 
and alignment implies a nationalizing of the school curriculum and/or 
teacher licensing.

For most of the papers, the informal tone of the speaker’s presentation has 
been retained. NES wishes to acknowledge that all of the papers in this book 
represent a signifi cant commitment of time and eff ort on the part of the 
authors to prepare and present this information at the 2004 conference, and 
later to prepare the papers for publication. We thank all the contributors to 
this book. The views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily represent the positions of National Evaluation Systems, Inc. 
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