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Introduction to Task Alignment

Identifying the disciplinary skill embedded in an indicator is an important step in instructional
planning. Once that skill is clear, the next step is designing tasks that allow students to
demonstrate that skill through meaningful evidence. In secondary social studies classrooms,
this means creating tasks that require students to analyze information, reason about
relationships, and support their thinking with evidence.

An aligned task directly reflects the skill described in the indicator and makes expectations for
student thinking clear. Rather than asking students to simply recall information or complete an
activity, aligned tasks require students to use content to demonstrate disciplinary reasoning.
This process ensures that instructional tasks move beyond activity completion and instead
provide clear evidence of student thinking.

What Makes a Task Aligned?

In secondary social studies, a task is aligned when students use content to demonstrate the
specific disciplinary thinking described in the indicator. The goal is not simply for students to
complete an activity but for them to show how they understand relationships between events,
evaluate the impact of historical developments, or support claims with evidence.

Aligned tasks are intentionally designed to reflect the thinking described in the indicator. This
means the task must require students to demonstrate the same type of reasoning embedded in
the standard, not just engage with the topic.

From Skill to Evidence to Task

Designing aligned tasks follows a clear instructional sequence. First, teachers identify the
disciplinary skill embedded within the indicator. Next, they determine what type of evidence
would demonstrate mastery of that skill. Finally, they design a task that requires students to
produce that evidence.

Following this sequence helps ensure that instructional tasks remain intentionally aligned to the
indicator. When teachers begin by identifying the skill and the evidence students must produce,
the task naturally focuses on the type of thinking students must demonstrate rather than the
activity itself.

In many cases, the skill embedded in an indicator shapes the type of evidence students must
provide. For example, when the skill is analyze, students are expected to examine relationships
between ideas, events, or conditions using evidence. This expectation influences the type of
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task teachers design. Students may analyze historical documents, evaluate the causes of a
conflict, or explain how multiple factors contributed to a historical development. Similarly, when
the skill is evaluate, students must make a judgement supported by evidence. When the skill is
contextualize, students must place events or developments within a broader historical setting
and explain their significance over time.

Understanding Rigor in Social Studies Tasks

The difference between aligned and misaligned tasks often lies in the type of thinking required.
An aligned task requires students to engage in reasoning and use evidence to support their
ideas. A misaligned task, however, may ask students to list information, define terms, or recall
facts without demonstrating the disciplinary thinking required by the indicator.

This distinction is important because the amount of work students complete does not determine
rigor. A longer assignment does not necessarily require stronger thinking. Rigor is determined
by the level of reasoning students must demonstrate when completing the task.

A common pitfall in secondary classrooms occurs when instruction emphasizes content
coverage rather than skill application. Students may remember key events, terms, or historical
figures but still struggle to analyze relationships, evaluate impact, or explain historical
developments using evidence. When this occurs, students possess information but have not yet
demonstrated the skill required by the indicator.

Aligning instructional tasks to disciplinary skills helps prevent this mismatch between content
knowledge and skill mastery. When tasks are designed intentionally, expectations for student

evidence become clearer, rigor is preserved, and students have stronger opportunities to
demonstrate meaningful thinking.

Aligned vs. Misaligned Tasks

Clear alignment also strengthens both instruction and assessment. When the skill, the evidence,
and the task all reflect the expectations of the indicator, teachers gain a more accurate
understanding of what students know and how well they can apply disciplinary thinking.

An aligned task requires students to use content to demonstrate reasoning. A misaligned task,

on the other hand, may focus on surface-level engagement with content without requiring
students to demonstrate the thinking described in the indicator.

Example in Practice
Consider the following indicator:

Explain the economic, political, and social factors surrounding the American Revolution.
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The primary skill in this indicator is explaining relationships between historical factors and
events. To design an aligned task, teachers must first determine what evidence would
demonstrate this skill. Evidence might include a written explanation describing how taxation
policies affected colonial economic interests or a discussion connecting political grievances to
colonial resistance.

An aligned task might ask students to analyze several historical sources and explain how
economic, political, and social conditions contributed to revolutionary sentiment.

A misaligned task, however, might simply ask students to list causes of the American Revolution
or define key vocabulary terms. While students may demonstrate knowledge of content, the task
would not require them to explain relationships between factors or demonstrate the reasoning
described in the indicator.

In this case, the difference between alignment and misalignment lies in the type of thinking

students must demonstrate. The aligned task requires explanation and reasoning using
evidence, while the misaligned task focuses only on recalling information.

Practice Applying the Process

Use the process outlined above to analyze the indicator below.

Consider the following indicator:
Explain the causes and effects of industrialization in the United States.
What is the disciplinary skill?

What type of evidence would demonstrate the skill?
What would an aligned task require students to do?

Reflection and Application
Consider how this process applies to your own instruction:
e What disciplinary skill does the indicator require students to demonstrate?

e What type of evidence would show that students have mastered that skill?
e How might you design a task that requires students to produce that evidence?
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