
Alignment: a linear or orderly arrangement; a positioning of something 
for proper performance; support or alliance; a ground plan such as a 
road or railroad track. As Ronald Berk suggests (“Test Alignment and 
Balancing with State Standards: Every 6 Months or 50 Items, Whichever 
Comes First,” this volume), education has stolen more good words from 
other sources than any profession ought to have the right to do. Let 
me try, at any rate, to summarize, at least in terms of the experience of 
Colorado’s Department of Education, what we have come to understand 
about alignment: that is, about the correlation between state standards, 
teacher candidate preparation, and teacher licensing assessment. Much of 
our alignment has been made possible by the work we did with National 
Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES®), in developing Colorado’s Program for 
Licensing Assessments for Colorado Educators® (PLACE®) tests, which 
are tailored to state-adopted curricula and to state plans as required by the 
No Child Le�  Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). 

The Colorado Example
During one of my terms in the Colorado General Assembly I became the 
House Sponsor of Senate Bill 99-154, which totally revamped teacher 
preparation in our state and which I am now, through some element of 
poetic justice, having to implement in my current position as director of 
the Offi  ce of Professional Services and Educator Licensing of the Colorado 
Department of Education. This bill had the foresight to address alignment, 
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so that Colorado’s student content standards, which were created by 
practitioners and stakeholders, are now aligned with the state’s student 
examinations. Our teacher preparation standards, which also were created 
by practitioners and stakeholders and adopted by the state board of 
education, are similarly based on and aligned with Colorado’s student 
standards. Our teacher endorsement content examinations given to teacher 
candidates before they begin student teaching are aligned with both sets 
of standards, and our teacher preparation programs can be accredited 
only if they are designed to meet those content standards. The underlying 
justifi cation for all of this is the conviction that if Colorado students are to 
achieve at the levels expected of them, they must have teachers who have 
demonstrated their own knowledge of required content and their ability to 
teach that content eff ectively.

The Big Questions
We have heard about the federal government’s involvement in education 
and in No Child Le�  Behind: about political intent, state responses, state 
boards of education and legislatures, the involvement of professional 
associations, higher ed, lower ed. So now—what? The goal of alignment, in 
the greater scheme of things, has to do with the understanding that teaching 
and learning are obviously and necessarily based on one another and that 
they fi t together in a loop. In the end this makes perfect sense. So instead 
of recapping what we all know, and what we all would like to accomplish 
in the best of all possible worlds, I propose a diff erent summation. Since, 
like Socrates, I happen to believe that it is not the answers that ma� er, but 
rather the questions; and since (to paraphrase slightly) the unexamined 
educator certifi cation or licensing process is not worth having, here follow 
what I see as the most basic and controversial or overarching conundrums 
that come out of the general conversation on educational alignment.

1. Do public education and an educated citizenry continue to be the 
best foundation we have to maintain and sustain our representative 
government?
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2. If so, and if schools are most accountable when they remain in the 
hands of those who pay for them directly and send their children 
and grandchildren to them, and if those stakeholders are becoming 
more and more removed from school governance—is it possible 
that our unique republic is in jeopardy?

3. If equal educational opportunity, with equity for all students, is our 
agreed-upon ideal, and if we have, in eff ect, moved educational 
accountability from the local to the state and now, with NCLB, 
to the federal level, can we continue to address (a) the unique 
needs of students and (b) the educational needs of our distinctive 
communities?

4. To date, is it not true that educators and stakeholders have never 
developed national content standards for what teachers need to 
know in every fi eld and at every level? If so, why has there been 
no organized national debate on a number of signifi cant public 
policy decisions, such as the federal government’s having just 
spent $40 million on developing a national teacher passport test 
that allows candidates with no classroom experience whatsoever 
to become teachers based merely on their demonstration of content 
knowledge? Is this federal imposition appropriate, and if not, 
what are we doing to show that it is inappropriate and to prove 
that this is so? If a national teacher test is adopted as an option, 
and if it becomes a requirement later, then will a national student 
test follow? And will a national curriculum follow that? What if 
eff orts are so subtle at each step that we do not recognize what is 
happening or have the ability to demand a debate on the possible 
consequences or ramifi cations of all of this before it is too late to 
protest? Several tragic examples from world history come to mind. 

5. There are other questions about ma� ers closer to home. For example, 
if a child a� ends school in a state that does not require a passing 
score on a student content test for promotion or graduation, what 
is the incentive or motivation for, say, a twelve-year-old boy to take 
and pass a content test? 
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6. Or, on quite a diff erent subject, if we all want our children to become 
participatory citizens, why do we test mathematics, language arts, 
and science but not social studies or other important fi elds? 

After Standards, Alignment; After Alignment . . .
So in the end, is the alignment of teacher preparation with requirements 
for students a good thing? Yes, of course it is. But it is only a beginning. 

In order to tell you what I believe is next, a� er alignment—if, that is, the 
world continues as it is—I would like to tell you about my father. He is 
100 years old and has always been a character in a family of characters. 
To give you an example of what he is like: When I was a student at the 
University of California at Berkeley I once called to ask his advice about 
a scheduling confl ict I had between a student sit-in and a sociology test. 
A� er some refl ection he said he thought I ought to take the test because, as 
he put it, I would have lots of other opportunities throughout my life to get 
arrested. Though clearly tongue-in-cheek, this advice was also more literal 
than it sounds; it was not part of any general paternal strategy to make 
sure that I did well in school and got a good education. Quite the contrary. 
When I was growing up, my father’s early-twentieth-century assumptions 
had led him to tell me that women should not go to college because they 
did not need an education to change diapers. So, despite all his wonderful 
characteristics, he is not the person who encouraged me to go to college. 
Mostly it was my high school classmates—children and grandchildren of 
striving immigrant parents—who put the idea of college into my head. 
Peer pressure, as it were, sent me to Berkeley. 

Now as we are well aware, the anticipated life path for women has changed 
180 degrees since my father’s earliest values were established, and high 
school graduates, both male and female, are going on to pursue college 
degrees in greater and greater numbers. But what does this have to do with 
what comes a� er alignment? Well, the next logical step, a� er standards 
and alignment, is expectation. Expectation that all students can meet those 
aligned standards. We are talking about poor children, children of all hues, 
children at all levels, even including, yes, boys in language arts and girls in 
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mathematics and science. We are talking about expectations that teachers, 
with all of their knowledge, skills, and abilities, will set high standards for 
all children and will be supported by administrators and communities and 
parents who fi nd ways to acquire the necessary resources to meet those 
objectives. 

To conclude, then, about alignment. In politics, education is only one 
budget line among many, and its primary stakeholders are o� en bogged 
down in swirling controversies. I believe that education is vulnerable and 
it is fragile, but also that it embodies the most fundamental ideals of our 
nation. While we all agree that alignment is necessary, alignment will be a 
minor issue if we lose sight of our ultimate responsibility to our country, 
our future, and above all to those to whom we leave our legacy, our children 
and grandchildren. 
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