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Aligning Instruction (Vertically and to Standards)
 Center on Instruction

If students are to demonstrate proficiency on state standards, cognitive demand and classroom content must 
align to standards and assessments (Bhola, Impara, & Buchendahl, 2003). Alignment of curriculum, assessment, 
and instruction requires analysis of standards, policies, and practices in states, districts, schools, and classrooms 
(LaMarca, Redfield, & Winter, 2000; Martone & Sireci, 2009; Porter, Smithson, Blank, & Zeidner, 2007). Alignment 
of instruction links the content of state standards and district curriculum frameworks (the intended curriculum) 
with what is actually taught in the classroom (the enacted curriculum) (English, 1980; Blank, Porter, & Smithson, 
2001). Processes for alignment vary in complexity and evidence of effectiveness (Bhola, Impara, & Buchendahl, 
2003; Porter, Smithson, Blank, & Zeidner, 2007). 

In all cases, for teachers to identify and activate the explicit connections between instruction and standards, 
and therefore improve student performance, they must be involved in the process of making those alignments. 
(Applebee, 1996; Koppang, 2004; Langer, 2001). 

When instruction that is aligned to standards is implemented in classrooms, students should be able to perform 
at higher levels of proficiency on assessments. Analysis of student performance data can then become a useful 
tool to provide powerful guidance when schools make resource allocations, introduce changes in curricular 
emphasis, establish connections across grades and content areas, select instructional materials, and develop 
processes for building professional capacity (Bhola, Impara, & Buchendahl, 2003; Gamoran, Porter, Smithson, & 
White, 1997; LaMarca, Redfield, & Winter, 2000; Blank, Porter, & Smithson, 2001). 

Action Principles

For State 

Provide guidance about the alignment between state standards and assessments (e.g., areas of emphasis, 1.	
cognitive demand, use of data to determine degree of alignment of instruction to standards) and provide 
examples, release test items, and disseminate policy interpretation (Bhola, Impara, & Buchendal, 2003; 
LaMarca, Redfield, & Winter, 2000; Porter, 2002).

For District

Provide support (technical, expertise, and resources) for an alignment process that considers resources, local 1.	
context, and intended outcome (Bhola, Impara, & Buchendahl, 2003; Porter, Smithson, Blank, & Ziedner, 
2007). 

Support capacity-building for school staff and faculty members to help them understand the analysis and 2.	
make strategic plans to implement action steps to address instructional adjustments and needed resources 
(Bhola, Impara, & Buchendahl, 2003; LaMarca, Redfield, & Winter, 2000; Porter, Smithson, Blank, & Ziedner, 
2007).

For School 

Conduct investigation to align school/teacher enacted curriculum, state standards, and local curricula, 1.	
including articulation across grade levels and content areas (Bhola, Impara, & Buchendahl, 2003; Blank, 
Porter, & Smithson, 2001; English, 1980; Glatthorn, 1999; Kurz, Elliot, Wehby, & Smithson, 2009; McGehee & 
Griffith, 2001; Porter, Smithson, Blank, & Ziedner, 2007).

Provide resources (e.g., time, expertise, planning support, professional development) to enable teachers to 2.	
incorporate changes required to align instruction with standards (Blank, Porter, & Smithson, 2001; English, 
1980; Koppang, 2004).

Build capacity to monitor and maintain alignment between curriculum standards and classroom instruction, 3.	
including use of formative data (Blank, Porter, & Smithson, 2001).
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