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Assessment alignment is the degree to which classroom tasks, quizzes, projects, and
tests measure the intended knowledge, skills, and historical thinking described in course
standards and learning objectives. When what we teach, practice, and assess are
closely aligned, students experience a coherent learning journey; when they are
mismatched, even excellent lessons can miss the mark.

To support meaningful learning and measurable growth, assessments must be
intentionally designed to reflect both the content and cognitive demands of the
standards. Alignment is not about teaching to the test. It is about ensuring that
classroom instruction reflects the knowledge, reasoning, and evidence students are
expected to demonstrate.

In South Carolina’s U.S. History standards, each indicator is tied to a specific historical
thinking skill (HTS): Causation, Comparison, Contextualization, Periodization, Continuity
and Change, or Use of Evidence. These disciplinary skills form the intellectual core of
each standard and define what students must actually do with content knowledge.
Because every U.S. History indicator embeds a historical thinking skill, effective
instruction and assessment must intentionally develop both historical knowledge and
historical thinking. Effective assessment design strengthens classroom instruction,
improves student learning, and increases assessment quality. The following strategies
can be implemented immediately to strengthen classroom assessment and support
success on the U.S. History EOCEP.

Alignment Creates Coherent Instruction

When assessments align with standards, instructional planning becomes more focused.
Effective planning begins with identifying clear learning goals and designing
assessments that mirror those goals. As a result, daily lessons and activities support the
broader instructional purpose. This planning process keeps instruction grounded and
intentional while helping teachers focus on the evidence students will ultimately be
expected to produce.

Example: USHC 2.CO asks students to compare the economic, political, and
social development of the antebellum North and South. Knowing this, a teacher
might design a prompt that requires students to contrast labor systems using

Kn ow All Cetveducation

.ORG



both statistical data and political speeches to compare how economic systems
shaped political and social development in each region.

Alignment Produces Meaningful Evidence of Learning

Aligned assessments offer a clear and accurate view of what students truly understand.
When a student succeeds on an aligned task, teachers can confidently interpret that
success as mastery of the standard. Misaligned assessments blur that clarity. If a quiz
tests unrelated content or asks students to perform tasks that weren’t taught, the results
become unreliable indicators of actual understanding.

Example: A test on USHC 5.CX (contextualizing Cold War developments) that
simply asks students to define containment would fail to measure the deeper
skill. A better-aligned task might ask students to analyze Truman Doctrine
excerpts and place them within the global tensions of the Post-WWII period,
accurately reflecting the Contextualization skill and DOK 3 expectations.

Alignment Ensures Appropriate Depth of Knowledge

Aligning content is only half the equation. Assessments must match the cognitive rigor
expected by the standard, described using Depth of Knowledge (DOK) levels and
grounded in the historical thinking skill of the indicator.

Example in Practice:

Consider USHC 4.CE, which reads: “Evaluate significant turning points, including
the immediate and long-term causes and effects of the business cycles of
capitalism.” This reflects the Causation skill. According to the PLDs, students
who “Meet Expectations” can use sources to draw conclusions, while those who
“Exceed” analyze multiple sources and apply multi-step reasoning. A well-aligned
task might ask students to examine two excerpts, one from a New Deal program
and one from a critic, and determine the extent to which New Deal policies
addressed the Great Depression. This reflects DOK 3, requires historical
reasoning, and matches PLD language.

Alignment Supports All Students Through PLDs

Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs) help teachers differentiate instruction and
assessment. These descriptors outline what student performance looks like at varying
levels, from “Does Not Meet” to “Exceeds Expectations.” By integrating PLDs into
planning, educators can create tiered assignments, provide precise feedback, and
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support student growth.

Example: For USHC 5.E, which uses the Use of Evidence skill, a tiered writing
task might have Approaching students select evidence from one source,
Meets-level students cite and explain two sources, and Exemplary students draw
a claim using synthesis from multiple sources over time.

Aligned Data Enables Smarter Instructional Decisions

When assessments are aligned to standards and PLDs, the data they produce becomes
far more actionable. Aligned assessment data helps educators identify strengths and
learning gaps, regroup students, adjust instruction, and reteach with precision. At the
department or school level, aligned assessment data can be used to detect trends,
strengthen collaboration in PLCs, and inform professional learning needs.

Example: After analyzing student responses to a DOK 3 task aligned to USHC
3.CC, a teacher notices that students can describe western expansion events but
struggle to explain how economic and demographic developments changed over
time. The results help the teacher adjust instruction to emphasize shifts in land
use, migration, and political conflicts in the West.

The Cost of Misalignment

Misalignment can lead to serious instructional consequences, even for well-intentioned
educators. Common outcomes include:

e False Positives: Students excel on class assessments but underperform on
state tests because classroom tasks didn’t reflect true expectations.

e False Negatives: Students perform poorly on assessments misaligned with
instruction, causing unnecessary reteaching or inaccurate grading.

e Instructional Drift: Without clear alignment, lessons can veer off course,
focusing on what'’s fun or familiar rather than what'’s required.

e Student Frustration: When assessments feel disconnected from classwork,
students lose trust and motivation.
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Bringing It All Together: Strategies for Alignment
Intentional planning strengthens alignment. Consider these steps:

e Unpack the Standard: Identify key content, cognitive demand, and embedded
historical thinking skill.

Example: USHC.1.CX focuses on contextualizing the rise of republican ideals in
North America in relation to transatlantic intellectual movements. A well-aligned
task might ask students to compare colonial writings with Enlightenment texts
and explain how those ideas influenced demands for representation and equality.
This supports the skill of Contextualization and aligns to DOK 2 or 3.

e Consult the PLDs: Clarify what “Meet Expectations” and “Exceeds
Expectations” look like.

e Design or Select the Assessment: Choose or create tasks that reflect the
required historical thinking, content, and DOK.

Example: A multiple-choice item aligned to USHC.4.E might ask students to
analyze excerpts from two historical sources and determine which source best
supports a claim about the government’s response to the Great Depression.

e Map Learning Activities Backward: Ensure each lesson builds directly toward
success on the aligned task.

e Collaborate and Reflect: Evaluate alignment through PLCs and peer feedback.
Conclusion

Assessment alignment is more than an instructional best practice; it is essential for
equity and excellence. By connecting standards, instruction, and assessment, aligned
instructional design builds a clear bridge between teaching and learning, ensuring every
student has meaningful opportunities to demonstrate what they know and can do.
Alignment is not about matching topics or preparing students for a test. It is about
ensuring students consistently engage in the historical thinking, reasoning, and use of
evidence required by the standards. When standards, instruction, and assessment work
together, alignment becomes the foundation for meaningful learning and lasting student
success.
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