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CHAPTER 2.
THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE SMARTER
BALANCED ASSESSMENT SYSTEM
DEFINING THE PURPOSES OF THE
COMPREHENSIVE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM

The test scores from the summative assessments are being used for a variety of
purposes, such as monitoring student progress toward college and career readiness,
monitoring student proficiencies for federal accountability purposes, and measuring
achievement on the CCSS. The interim assessment and digital library components of
the assessment system were designed for the primary purpose of supporting instruction
that will lead to improved student performance and, ultimately, to students meeting
the high expectations of the summative assessment. In this chapter, we share the
intended purposes of the summative assessment and explore how the assessment
system was designed from the ground up to support these purposes.9
Purposes of the Summative Assessment
The Consortium’s summative assessments are aligned to the CCSS in grades 3 through
8 and high school. Students in high school will take the summative test in grade 11.
These assessments were built to support seven distinct, yet related, purposes:
1. The results from the summative assessments will provide valid, reliable, and fair
information about students’ ELA/L and mathematics achievement with respect
to those CCSS measured by the ELA/L and mathematics summative
assessments;
2. The results from the grades 3 through 8 summative assessments will provide
valid, reliable, and fair information about whether students have demonstrated
sufficient academic proficiency in ELA/L and mathematics to be on track for
achieving college readiness;
3. The results from the high school summative assessments will provide valid,
reliable, and fair information about whether students have demonstrated
sufficient academic proficiency in ELA/L and mathematics to be ready to take
credit-bearing college courses;
4. The results from the summative assessment will provide valid, reliable, and fair
information about students’ annual progress toward college and career
readiness in ELA/L and mathematics from year to year;
5. The results from the summative assessments will provide valid, reliable, and fair
information on how instruction can be improved at the classroom, school,
district, and state levels;
6. The results from the summative assessments will provide valid, reliable, and fair
information about students’ ELA/L and mathematics proficiencies for federal
accountability purposes and potentially for state and local accountability
systems;
7. The results from the summative assessments will provide valid, reliable, and fair
information about students’ achievement in ELA/L and mathematics that is
equitable for all students and all subgroups.
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Sireci, S. (2012). Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium: Comprehensive Research Agenda, p.12. http://www.
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Purposes of the Interim Assessment
The Consortium’s interim assessments are aligned to the CCSS in grades 3 through 8 and
high school. These assessments were built to support four distinct, yet related, purposes:10
1. Provide valid, reliable, and fair information about students’ progress toward mastery
of the skills measured in ELA/L and mathematics by the summative assessments;
2. Provide valid, reliable, and fair information about students’ performance at the
content cluster level, so that teachers and administrators can track student
progress throughout the year and adjust instruction accordingly;
3. Provide valid, reliable, and fair information about individual and group (e.g.,
school, district) performance at the claim level in ELA/L and mathematics, to
determine whether teaching and learning are on target;
4. Provide valid, reliable, and fair information about student progress toward the
mastery of skills measured in ELA/L and mathematics across all students and
subgroups of students.
To ensure that the assessment results were appropriate for the intended purposes, the
first step was to define the construct; in other words, what was meant by ELA/L and by
mathematics. To do this, the Consortium used an evidence-centered design to build
their assessment system.
Adopting the Principles of Evidence-Centered Design
An assessment should be built on a foundation that articulates the content and
cognitive processes being measured, how they are measured, and the relative
importance of what is being measured. To establish that foundation, the Consortium
discarded traditional approaches to assessment design and item development.
Instead, the Consortium employed an evidence-centered design (ECD) approach – a
modern approach to designing items and tasks. ECD has been used successfully in the
design and development of educational assessments, but has not had widespread use
in large-scale state assessment because it is labor-intensive and requires complex
decisions. Relying on the breadth and depth of educators from across the Consortium
states, the modern design of ECD was used.
As an initial step in the process, the Consortium identified six key concepts of ECD and
applied them to the work of designing and developing the Smarter Balanced assessment
system. These six, sequential steps in ECD and their relationship to Consortium tasks
are shown in Figure 2.1.
FIGURE 2.1 KEY CONCEPTS OF EVIDENCE-CENTERED DESIGN

6 KEY CONCEPTS OF EVIDENCE-CENTERED DESIGN
1. Define the domain
2. Define claims to be made
3. Define assessment targets
4. Define evidence required
5. Develop task models

Common Core Standrds Math/ELA/L
4 ELA/L & Math Claims Content Specifications
Knowledge, Skills, Abilities
Evidence to be Elicited from Student
Methods for Eliciting Evidence

6. Develop performance tasks
10
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This chapter describes how the Consortium implemented the first five of these ECD
steps (Step 6 is described in Chapter 3). In addition, this chapter discusses the
Consortium’s development of achievement-level descriptors and test blueprints.

DEFINING THE DOMAIN

The bedrock of the Consortium’s assessment is the CCSS. All of the work started with
the understanding that all member states would adopt the CCSS and that schools and
districts within those states would align their curriculum and instruction to the CCSS.
From the beginning, the Consortium intended to measure student achievement in
terms of the CCSS.
The CCSS framed the knowledge and content students are expected to learn and
demonstrate as they progress through school. The mathematics CCSS are based on
research that detailed how “students’ mathematical knowledge, skill, and
understanding develop over time.”11 The ELA/L CCSS created anchor standards that
are the skills that high school graduates should have in order to be college and career
ready.12 For each anchor standard, the ELA/L CCSS provides grade-specific standards
that articulate what students are expected to learn in specific grades.
So, the CCSS delineates the knowledge and skills that students need to demonstrate
in order to be college and career ready. In addition, the CCSS articulates the knowledge
and skills students need to demonstrate in each grade to show that they are on track
to achieving college and career readiness. The CCSS was the starting document for
developing all of the Consortium assessments. It was a necessary starting place so
that the results of the summative assessments would provide valid information with
respect to the CCSS.

DEFINING CLAIMS, EVIDENCE, AND ASSESSMENT TARGETS

Although the CCSS define the domain of the assessment system at a high level,
additional steps were necessary to apply the remaining steps in the ECD process.
These steps include converting the high-level CCSS into specific content specifications
and establishing claims, evidence, and assessment targets.
Content Specifications
Using the CCSS, the Consortium assembled a team of experts in the fields of
mathematics, mathematics education, ELA/L, reading, elementary education, English
language learners, students with disabilities, and assessment along with the primary
authors of the CCSS to write content specifications for ELA/L and mathematics. This
team worked together to create an initial draft of the content specifications in summer
2011.
In the content specifications document, the Consortium established the assessment
claims discussed above along with the evidence that the Consortium would need to
collect in order to support each claim. This evidence was collected through different
types of test items and tasks, and this document delineated how the Consortium
should provide evidence for each claim. All of the Consortium’s content-related work
that followed was built from the ideas first articulated in the content specifications.
The Consortium’s Technical Advisory Committee and Consortium staff reviewed the
initial draft of the content specifications. A revised version went through two rounds of
public review that lasted nearly 30 days during which more than 200 individuals and
organizations provided feedback on the content specifications. Using the public’s
feedback, the documents were revised and the claims were adopted by the Governing
States in spring 2012.
11
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provided feedback on the
content specifications.

Claims
The interim and summative assessments serve as measures of how well students are
learning the CCSS. These assessments are designed to measure particular “claims.” A
claim tells stakeholders what should be concluded from the test score. In both ELA/L
and mathematics, the Consortium provides an overall claim for what the test score
means as well as specific claims related to the content area. Each student’s test score
will show how well they have done on a particular claim. Table 2.1 below shows the
claims that are being measured by the interim and summative assessments for both
ELA/L and mathematics.
TABLE 2.1
SMARTER BALANCED ASSESSMENT CLAIMS
ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS
AND LITERACY
Overall,
Grades 3-8

Overall, Grade 11

Students can demonstrate
progress toward college and
career readiness in English
language arts and literacy.
Students can demonstrate
college and career readiness
in English language arts and
literacy.

MATHEMATICS
Students can demonstrate
progress toward college and
career readiness in
mathematics.
Students can demonstrate
college and career readiness
in mathematics.
Concepts & Procedures:
Students can explain and
apply mathematics concepts
and interpret and carry out
mathematics procedures with
precision and fluency.

Claim 1

Reading: Students can read
closely and analytically to
comprehend a range of
increasingly complex literary
and informational texts.

Claim 2

Problem Solving:* Students
can solve a range of complex
Writing: Students can produce
well-posed problems in pure
effective and well-grounded
and applied mathematics,
writing for a range of purposes
making productive use of
and audiences.
knowledge and problem
solving strategies.

Claim 3

Speaking13 and Listening:
Students can employ effective
speaking and listening skills
for a range of purposes and
audiences.

Claim 4

Research/Inquiry: Students
can engage in research and
inquiry to investigate topics,
and to analyze, integrate, and
present information.

Communicating Reasoning:
Students can clearly and
precisely construct viable
arguments to support their
own reasoning and to critique
the reasoning of others.
Modeling and Data Analysis:*
Students can analyze complex,
real-world scenarios and can
construct and use
mathematical models to
interpret and solve problems.

*Claims 2 and 4 in mathematics will be reported jointly

13

Speaking is not being assessed currently as part of the summative assessment.
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These claims were articulated prior to any other test development. Therefore, all work
associated with developing the test, such as item writing and form construction,
occurred after the Consortium specified its intended measures. Without this
specification, it would have been difficult to build an aligned testing system.
Evidence
The content specifications described the sufficient relevant evidence necessary to
draw inferences or conclusions about student attainment of each claim. The content
specifications delineate the item types that could be used to provide evidence for each
claim. For example, selected response, short constructed response, and even extended
response items might be used to address Claim 1 in mathematics. By delineating the
types of items and tasks needed for each claim prior to writing items, the content
specifications laid the groundwork for ensuring that the Consortium’s pool of items and
tasks had the breadth and depth to measure and make interpretations about year-toyear student progress.
Accessibility. As part of the Consortium’s approach to universal design, accessibility
was built into the content specifications as a foundational document. The content
specifications address accessibility issues that may be faced by students with
disabilities or by English language learners (ELLs) when measuring each claim. For
example, an important aspect of all mathematics claims is the ability for students to
communicate why or how given procedures work. The authors of the content
specifications suggested several ways to maximize access for students with disabilities,
including allowing students with disabilities the use of scribes to express their views.
The Consortium allows students with a documented need the ability to dictate their
responses to a trained and qualified scribe for ELA/L non-writing items and for
mathematics items.
Assessment Targets
In addition, the content specifications identify the grade specific aspects of each claim.
Even though the broad content-related claims are constant across the grades, the
types of fine-grained knowledge and skills being taught and measured will vary by
grade level. This document specifies the knowledge and skills via assessment targets
that are measured at each grade. The assessment targets define the range of content
and the levels of cognitive skills assessed, and they describe the expectations of what
will be assessed by the test questions and tasks within each claim. For example, when
assessing ELA/L Claim 1 equal emphasis is placed on literary and informational texts
in grades 3 through 5, slightly more emphasis is placed on informational text (55%) in
grades 6 through 8, and greater emphasis is placed on a range of informational text
(70%) in high school.

CREATING ACHIEVEMENT LEVEL DESCRIPTORS

Although the CCSS define the learning progressions and describe the discrete content
and skills to be demonstrated at each grade level, the CCSS do not delineate how
much students need to know in order to be considered ready for college and career. It
is left to the Consortium to use available research and ultimately to define the
knowledge, skills, and abilities students need to demonstrate to be considered ready
for college and career. To do this, it was necessary to develop Achievement Level
Descriptors (ALDs).14, 15 The ALDs describe the knowledge, skills, and abilities that
students should demonstrate on a standardized test in terms of levels or categories of
performance.

14

http://www.smarterbalanced.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Smarter-Balanced-ELA-Literacy-ALDs.pdf
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The Consortium’s ALDs defined four levels of performance on each of the claims: Level
1, Level 2, Level 3, and Level 4. The Consortium developed a system of interrelated
ALDs that address distinct, but related purposes. These ALDs are as follows:
● Policy ALDs provide general descriptors that broadly articulate the goals for
student performance and the general level of rigor expected in the final
achievement standards. These descriptors set the tone for subsequent
descriptors. Policy makers most often use these descriptors;
● Range ALDs are grade- and content-specific descriptions of student knowledge
and skills that are used by test developers to guide item writing; these ALDs
describe the cognitive and content rigor that is expected of all students in a
particular achievement level, from the student who has just entered the
achievement level to the student at the top of the achievement level;
● Threshold ALDs are derived from Range ALDs and describe the knowledge and
skill of a student who can be considered to barely meet the bar for a given
performance category (e.g., a barely proficient student). These ALDs were used
at the achievement-level setting (see Chapter 3);
● Reporting ALDs are the ALDs most often encountered by stakeholders. These
ALDs provide guidance on how to interpret student performance at a given level
(e.g., Levels 1, 2, 3, and 4) on the test. Reporting ALDs were developed following
the achievement-level setting held in October 2014.
Figure 2.2 presents an overview of the system of ALDs, indicating how the four types of
ALDs are linked and how each ALD informs the development of the next. As depicted in
the figure, the policy ALDs are overarching statements that encompass all grade
content areas. The policy ALDs state educational goals regarding what students within
the performance levels are expected to do. From these policy ALDs, the range ALDs are
developed to incorporate grade- and content-specific information about the knowledge,
skills, and processes that students are expected to demonstrate along the proficiency
continuum. Range ALDs describe the types of evidence that items within an achievement
level should elicit to support the policy claims, and for this reason, they support item
writing. Range ALDs are built using Smarter Balanced content specifications and the
CCSS. The threshold ALDs are the preliminary conceptualization of the minimum
evidence a student should demonstrate from the range ALDs to meet an achievement
level expectation. The reporting ALDs are the final indication of the threshold ALDs
based upon the final approved cut scores.
FIGURE 2.2 OVERVIEW OF THE ALD SYSTEM
GENERAL TO ALL
GRADE CONTENT AREAS

SPECIFIC TO A SINGLE
GRADE CONTENT AREA

Policy ALD
Level 4

Range ALD
Level 4

Policy ALD
Level 3

Range ALD
Level 3

Policy ALD
Level 2

Range ALD
Level 2

Policy ALD
Level 1

Range ALD
Level 1

GENERAL
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Threshold ALD
Just Level 4

Reporting ALD
Level 4

Threshold ALD
Just Level 3

Reporting ALD
Level 3

Threshold ALD
Just Level 2

Reporting ALD
Level 2
Reporting ALD
Level 1
SPECIFIC
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Developing the Consortium’s Achievement Level Descriptors
Elementary, middle, and high school educators were chosen from all Consortium
states to represent rural, suburban, and urban districts that had varying percentages
of students receiving free and reduced lunch. The representatives of higher education
were chosen to represent both two- and four-year colleges. These panelists represented
all of the (then 21) Governing States, and all Governing States had at least one K-12
representative and one higher education representative attending the workshop.
During this workshop, the panelists created the first three types of ALDs for each claim
(policy, range, and threshold). For the grade 11 claims, high school teachers and
college faculty worked together to articulate the knowledge, skills, and processes that
students would need to demonstrate in order to be considered ready for college and
career. For each of the claims in grades 3 – 8, experienced educators in the specific
and adjacent grades created the ALDs.
In addition to the ALDs, the grade 11 panelists also reviewed and revised the
Consortium’s operational definition of college content readiness and grade 11 policy
framework (see the next section). Together, the operational definition and policy
framework describe how colleges, universities, and schools are asked to interpret the
results of the grade 11 assessment.
Following the workshop, the Consortium held a series of reviews of the ALDs, the
operational definition of college content readiness, and the grade 11 policy framework.
Members of the Consortium’s Test Development and Validation work group, select
members from the workshop, and Smarter Balanced staff participated in the first
review and revision of the ALDs. The second review was open to the public, and 350
people representing K-12 and higher education contributed to the comments. The
third review period was open only to the Governing States’ K-12 and higher education
leads as well as members of the Development and Validation work group. The members
of the Executive Committee participated in the final review.
The ALDs were adopted by the Governing States at the March 2013 Collaboration
Conference. The operational definition of college content readiness and the grade 11
policy framework were approved by the Governing States in April 2013.

End of Grant Report
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Policy ALDs
The overall claim was delineated into the four levels as shown in Table 2.2 below. (The
content claims within ELA/L and mathematics will be reported in relationship to the
overall claim.)
TABLE 2.2
POLICY ALDS FOR GRADES 3 – 8 AND GRADE 11
HIGH SCHOOL

GRADES 6–8

LEVEL 4
The student has exceeded the
achievement standard and
demonstrates advanced progress toward
mastery of the knowledge and skills in
English language arts/literacy
(mathematics) needed for likely success
in entry-level credit-bearing college
coursework after high school.
LEVEL 3
LEVEL 3
The student has met the achievement
The student has met the achievement
standard and demonstrates progress
standard and demonstrates progress
toward mastery of the knowledge and
toward mastery of the knowledge and
skills in English language arts/literacy
skills in English language arts/literacy
(mathematics) needed for likely success (mathematics) needed for likely success
in entry-level credit-bearing college
in entry-level credit-bearing college
coursework after completing high school coursework after high school.
coursework.
LEVEL 2
LEVEL 2
The student has nearly met the
The student has nearly met the
achievement standard and may require achievement standard and may require
further development to demonstrate the further development to demonstrate the
knowledge and skills in English language knowledge and skills in English language
arts/literacy (mathematics) needed for
arts/literacy (mathematics) needed for
likely success in entry-level creditlikely success in entry-level creditbearing college coursework after high
bearing college coursework after high
school.
school.
LEVEL 4
The student has exceeded the
achievement standard and
demonstrates the knowledge and skills
in English language arts/literacy
(mathematics) needed for likely success
in entry-level credit-bearing college
coursework after high school.

LEVEL 1
The student has not met the
achievement standard and needs
substantial improvement to demonstrate
the knowledge and skills in English
language arts/literacy (mathematics)
needed for likely success in entry-level
credit-bearing college coursework after
high school.

LEVEL 1
The student has not met the
achievement standard and needs
substantial improvement to demonstrate
the knowledge and skills in English
language arts/literacy (mathematics)
needed for likely success in entry-level
credit-bearing college coursework after
high school.

Range and Threshold ALDs
Range ALDs were created for each assessment target, and Threshold ALDs were
created for each content category associated with the specific claims. To create the
Range and Threshold ALDs, the panelists worked from an abbreviated version of the
content specifications in which the assessment targets were laid out side by side with
the related CCSS. This method ensured a high level of fidelity to both the CCSS and to
the content specifications.

End of Grant Report

GRADES 3–5
LEVEL 4
The student has exceeded the
achievement standard and
demonstrates advanced progress toward
mastery of the knowledge and skills in
English language arts/literacy
(mathematics) needed for likely success
in future coursework.
LEVEL 3
The student has met the achievement
standard and demonstrates progress
toward mastery of the knowledge and
skills in English language arts/literacy
(mathematics) needed for likely success
in future coursework.

LEVEL 2
The student has nearly met the
achievement standard and may require
further development to demonstrate the
knowledge and skills in English language
arts/literacy (mathematics) needed for
likely success in future coursework.

LEVEL 1
The student has not met the
achievement standard and needs
substantial improvement to demonstrate
the knowledge and skills in English
language arts/literacy (mathematics)
needed for likely success in future
coursework.
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Policy on College Content Readiness
The operational definition of college content readiness and the policy framework for
college content readiness describe how colleges, universities, and schools should
interpret student performance.
Operational Definition of College Content Readiness
The Consortium recognizes that college readiness encompasses a wide array of
knowledge, skills, and dispositions, only some of which will be measured by the Smarter
Balanced assessments. As a result, Smarter Balanced narrowed the focus of its
“college readiness” definition to “content readiness” in the core areas of ELA/L and
mathematics. Table 2.3 shows the college content readiness definition for ELA/L and
mathematics.
TABLE 2.3
OPERATIONAL DEFINITION OF COLLEGE CONTENT READINESS
ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS/LITERACY

MATHEMATICS

End of Grant Report

Students who perform at the College Content-Ready level in English language arts/
literacy demonstrate reading, writing, listening, and research skills necessary for
introductory courses in a variety of disciplines. They also demonstrate subject-area
knowledge and skills associated with readiness for entry-level, transferable,
credit-bearing English and composition courses.
Students who perform at the College Content-Ready level in mathematics
demonstrate foundational mathematical knowledge and quantitative reasoning
skills necessary for introductory courses in a variety of disciplines. They also
demonstrate subject-area knowledge and skills associated with readiness for
entry-level transferable, credit-bearing mathematics and statistics courses.
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Policy Framework
Table 2.4 shows the policy framework for college content readiness.
TABLE 2.4
POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR COLLEGE CONTENT READINESS
LEVEL POLICY ALD
4

3

Student demonstrates
thorough
understanding of and
ability to apply the
knowledge and skills
associated with
college contentreadiness.

Student demonstrates
adequate
understanding of and
ability to apply the
knowledge and skills
associated with
college contentreadiness.

DESCRIPTION

IMPLICATIONS
FOR GRADE 12

Student is exempt
from developmental
course work. (K-12
and higher education
officials may jointly
set grade 12
requirements to
maintain the
exemption.)

Within each state, students may be
required to satisfactorily complete
grade 12 English and/or mathematics
courses to retain the exemption from
developmental course work (higher
education and K-12 officials may jointly
determine appropriate courses and
performance standards).

Student is
conditionally exempt
from developmental
course work,
contingent on
evidence of sufficient
continued learning in
grade 12.

Within each state, higher education and
K-12 officials may jointly determine
appropriate evidence of sufficient
continued learning (such as courses
completed, test scores, grades or
portfolios).

IMPLICATIONS FOR HIGH SCHOOL
GRADUATES WHO IMMEDIATELY
ENTER HIGHER EDUCATION
Colleges may evaluate additional data
(courses completed, grades, placement
test scores, writing samples, etc.) to
determine appropriate course
placement at or above the initial
credit-bearing level.

Students are encouraged to take
appropriate advanced credit courses
leading to college credit while still in
high school.

Students are encouraged to take
additional 4th year courses as well as
appropriate advanced credit courses
leading to college credit while in high
school.

For students who demonstrate
evidence of sufficient continued
learning in grade 12, colleges may
evaluate additional data (courses
completed, grades, portfolios,
placement test scores, etc.) to
determine appropriate course
placement at or above the initial
credit-bearing level.
For students who fail to demonstrate
evidence of sufficient continued
learning in grade 12, colleges also may
evaluate the same types of additional
data to determine placement in
developmental or credit-bearing
courses.

2

Student demonstrates
partial understanding
of and ability to apply
the knowledge and
skills associated with
college contentreadiness.

Student needs
support to meet
college contentreadiness standard.

States/districts/colleges may
implement grade 12 transition courses
or other programs for these students.
States also may choose to retest these
students near the conclusion of Grade
12 (scoring will occur within two weeks,
allowing opportunity for colleges to use
scores the following fall).

Colleges may evaluate additional data
(courses completed, grades, portfolios,
placement test scores, etc.) to
determine placement in developmental
or credit-bearing courses.

1

Student demonstrates
minimal
understanding of and
ability to apply the
knowledge and skills
associated with
college contentreadiness.

Student needs
substantial support to
meet college contentreadiness standard.

States/districts/colleges may offer
supplemental programs for these
students. States also may choose to
retest these students near the
conclusion of grade 12.

Colleges may evaluate additional data
(courses completed, grades, portfolios,
placement test scores, etc.) to
determine placement in developmental
or credit-bearing courses.
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DESIGNING THE ASSESSMENT, TASK MODELS, AND ITEMS

To build a summative assessment that measures the intended claims, supports the
intended uses, and aligns to the seven principles of high-quality assessment systems
(see Chapter 1 for a discussion of the seven principles), the Consortium’s test
development cycle was iterative, involving experts from various education-related
fields, and was based on assessment-related research and best practices.
Item and Task Specifications16
The item specifications bridge the span from the content specifications and ALDs to
the assessment itself. While content specifications established the Consortium’s
claims and the types of evidence that would need to be collected in order to support
them, more specificity was needed in order to create items and tasks that measured
the claims. Working with three vendors (ETS, Measured Progress, and CTB) with
extensive experience in item writing, the Consortium’s item development work group
and performance task work group reviewed and approved preliminary item and task
specifications for ELA/L and mathematics.
The original item and task specifications were developed in 2011. In early 2012, the
Consortium held a series of showcases where they introduced the item and task
specifications and collected feedback from member states. Using this feedback, the
item and tasks specifications were revised during the first quarter of 2012.
Using the revised item and task specifications, a small set of items was developed and
administered in fall 2012 during a small-scale trial. This provided the Consortium with
their first opportunity to administer and score the new item types. During the smallscale trials, the Consortium conducted “cognitive laboratories” to better understand
how students solve various types of items. A cognitive laboratory uses a think-aloud
methodology in which students speak their thoughts while working on a test item. The
item and task specifications were revised based on the findings of the cognitive
laboratories. These revised specifications were used to develop items for the 2013
pilot test. Following rangefinding activities and analyses of the pilot test data, the item
and task specifications were revised to support the creation of a robust item pool for
the adaptive test.
The Consortium’s item and task specifications are designed to ensure that the
assessment items measure the assessment’s claims. Indeed, the purpose of the item
and task specifications is to define the characteristics of the items and tasks that will
provide the evidence to support one or more claims. To do this, the item and task
specifications delineate the types of evidence that should be elicited for each claim
within a grade level. Then, they provide explicit guidance on how to write items in order
to elicit the desired evidence.
In doing this, the item and task specifications provide guidance on how to realize the
ideas first found in the content specifications. The item and task specifications provide
guidelines on how to create the items that are specific to each assessment target and
claim through the use of task models. A task model provides a description of an item/
task’s key features. These task models describe the knowledge, skills, and processes
being measured by each of the item types aligned to particular targets. In addition, the
task models sometimes provide examples of plausible distractors where applicable.
Exemplar items are provided within every task model.
These task models were developed to delineate the expectations of knowledge and
skill to be included on test questions in each grade. In addition, both the ELA/L and
mathematics item specifications provide guidance on determining the grade

16

http://www.smarterbalanced.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/TaskItemSpecifications/ItemSpecifications/
GeneralItemSpecifications.pdf
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appropriateness of stimulus materials (the materials that a student must refer to in
working on a test question). The task models also provide information on characteristics
of stimuli or activities to avoid because they are not important to the knowledge, skill,
or process being measured.
This is important because it underscores the Consortium’s efforts to develop items
that are accessible to the widest range of students possible; in other words, Consortium
items are created according to the principle of universal design. As the name suggests,
the concept of universal design aims to create items that accurately measure the
assessment target for all students. At the same time, universal design recognizes that
one solution rarely works for all students. Instead, this framework acknowledges “the
need for alternatives to suit many different people.”17
To facilitate the application of universal design principles, item writers are trained to
consider the full range of students who may answer a test question. A simple example
of this is the use of vocabulary that is expected to be known by all third-grade students
versus only those third-grade students who play basketball. Almost all third-grade
students are familiar with activities (e.g., recess) that happen during their school day,
while only a subset of these students will be familiar with basketball terms like “double
dribble,” “layup,” “zone defense,” or “full-court press.”
In addition to this, the item specifications discuss accessibility issues that are unique
to the creation of items for a particular claim and/or assessment target. The accessibility
concerns discuss the different supports that various groups of students may need to
access the content of an item. By considering the possible supports that may be
needed for each item, item writers are able to create items that will be accessible to
almost all students.
The use of universal design principles allows the Consortium to collect evidence on the
widest possible range of students. By writing items that adhere to the item and task
specifications, the Consortium is assured that the assessments measure the claims
and assessment targets established in the content specifications as well as the
knowledge, skills, and processes found in the CCSS for all students for whom the
assessment is appropriate.

CREATING THE TEST BLUEPRINT18

Test blueprints are the final foundational document of the Consortium’s summative
assessment. The test blueprint, in part, guides the construction of each student’s test. The
use of an adaptive test means that students will encounter different sets of items from their
peers. Each student will take a unique test form that provides a reliable estimate of the
student’s ability. The test blueprints reflect the depth and breadth of the CCSS and include
critical information about the assessment targets, the depth of knowledge associated with
each assessment target, the number of machine scored and short text items, and the total
number of items per content category. The blueprints specify the type and range of content
and items that every student encounters on the assessments, thereby ensuring that the
Consortium is measuring the same construct for all students.
Test blueprints guide the selection of test forms; thus, a test blueprint for an adaptive
test necessarily differs from a test blueprint used for a traditional paper and pencil
test. When a traditional paper and pencil test is used, a single form or a set of forms is
selected. These forms can be reviewed and refined by experts in content and test
design prior to test administration. With an adaptive test, thousands of forms will be
created prior to the testing event. Like test blueprints for paper and pencil tests,
blueprints for adaptive tests must be sufficiently detailed so that unique test forms
17

Rose, D. & Meyer, A. (2000). Universal design for learning, associate editor column. Journal of Special Education
Technology 15(1):66-67

18

http://www.smarterbalanced.org/smarter-balanced-assessments/
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measure the same construct; however, adaptive blueprints
must also provide adequate flexibility so that thousands of
forms may be constructed on the fly.
The Consortium’s blueprints were built from the base of the
CCSS and content specifications. The content specifications
first communicated the content-related claims and the
assessment targets being measured at each grade. The test
blueprints operationalized these ideas by specifying a range of
numbers of items that should be used to measure each claim,
and within each claim, the range of items that should be used
to measure each assessment target. In addition, the blueprint
specifies a range of items at each depth of knowledge level
that should be presented to each student in each claim and
assessment target to assure that the skills (rather than just the
content categories) presented to students are similar. As an
example, Figure 2.2 shows a portion of the grade 3 mathematics
test blueprint that specifies the number of items and tasks that
should be used to measure each assessment target.
By specifying the approximate number of items and the
expected depth of knowledge of the items, the test blueprints
provide guidance to test developers and educators on the

relative importance and rigor of the claims and assessment
targets in each grade. In addition, the test blueprints clarify
how the claims and assessment targets will be measured
(through both the computer-adaptive test (CAT) and
performance task portions of the test).
The Consortium’s blueprints were created through a joint effort
of the assessment, test design, item development, performance
task, and psychometrics and validation work groups, along
with the Consortium’s lead psychometrician and content (i.e.,
ELA/L and mathematics) directors. Altogether, 20 states were
represented in these work groups. The work groups contributed
to the content and format of the blueprints. The Governing
States unanimously voted to accept the draft version of the
blueprints on November 20, 2012.
The original draft blueprints were updated following the spring
2013 pilot test, and they were again updated following the
spring 2014 field test. The revisions to the blueprints were
minor, and the major ideas first articulated in the 2012
blueprints remained intact. The blueprints used in summative
tests in spring 2015 are the February 2015 revisions which are
also largely consistent with the original ideas.

FIGURE 2.3 PORTION OF A TEST BLUEPRINT
TARGET SAMPLING MATHEMATICS GRADE 3
Claim

Content
Category

Priority
Cluster
1.
Concepts
and
Procedures

Assessment Targets
B. Understand properties of multiplication and the relationship between
multiplication and division.

1

C. Multiply and divide within 100.

1

I. Geometric measurement: understand concepts of area and relate area to
multiplication and to addition.

1, 2

G. Solve problems involving measurement and estimation of intervals of time,
liquid volumes, and masses of objects.

1, 2

D. Solve problems involving the four operations, and identify and explain
patterns in arithmetic.

Supporting
Cluster

End of Grant Report

DOK

Items
CAT

PT

Total
Items

0

17-20

5-6

2
5-6

F. Develop understanding of fractions as numbers.

1, 2

A. Represent and solve problems involving multiplication and division.

1, 2

E. Use place value understanding and properties of operations to perform
multi-digit arithmetic.

1

J. Geometric measurement: recognize perimeter as an attribute of plane figures
and distinguish between linear and area measures.

1

K. Reason with shapes and their attributes.

1, 2

H. Represent and interpret data.

2, 3

2-3

3-4

1
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The Digital Library is a critical component of the Consortium’s system of assessments.
It is an online collection of instructional and professional learning resources contributed
by educators for educators. These resources are aligned with the intent of the CCSS
and help educators implement the formative assessment process to improve teaching
and learning.
Purposes of the Digital Library
The purpose of the Consortium’s Digital Library is to provide tools and resources that:
1. Improve teaching and learning;
2. Monitor student progress throughout the school year;
3. Help teachers and other educators align instruction, curricula, and assessment;
4. Help teachers and other educators use the summative and interim assessments
to improve instruction at the individual student and classroom levels;
5. Illustrate how teachers and other educators can use assessment data to engage
students in monitoring their own learning.
Formative Assessment
Formative assessment is a deliberate process used by teachers and students during
instruction that provides actionable feedback used to adjust ongoing teaching and
learning strategies to improve students’ attainment of curricular learning targets/
goals. The four attributes of the formative assessment process, represented in Figure
2.4, are:
● Clarify intended learning;
● Elicit evidence;
● Interpret evidence;
● Act on evidence.
FIGURE 2.4 ATTRIBUTES OF THE FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT PROCESS
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Clarify
Intended
Learning

Elicit
Evidence

Act on
Evidence

Interpret
Evidence
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There are two important components of clarifying intended learning: learning goals
and success criteria. Learning goals state what students will know by the end of the
lesson, and success criteria define the evidence that teachers and students will use to
determine how students are progressing toward the learning goals. Eliciting evidence
provides information that teachers and students need to determine where students
are in their progress toward the intended learning goals. Teachers and students
interpret the evidence that they collect to determine where students are in relation to
the learning goals and success criteria, identifying what students do or do not
understand. Acting on evidence occurs when teachers and students use actionable
feedback to determine the next steps to move learning forward. Each resource in the
Digital Library addresses one or more of the four attributes of the formative assessment.
Creating the Materials for the Digital Library
The Consortium worked with an expert panel, member states, K-12 educators, and
higher education faculty to create the materials for the digital library. The expert panel
helped the Consortium create a Quality Criteria Guide19 for the professional learning
and instructional resources that populate the Digital Library. This guide was designed
to assist educators and professionals when submitting and reviewing formative
resources for the Digital Library.
Each member state formed State Leadership Teams (SLTs) of 8-12 members consisting
of K-12 educators and higher education faculty. The Consortium provided the SLTs with
extensive training on the digital library and on the quality criteria. The SLTs were
responsible for recruiting and training educators for the State Networks of Educators
(SNEs) that were formed within each member state.
The SNEs involved nearly 1,200 K-12 educators and higher education faculty who were
trained on the digital library and on the quality criteria. Only educators who are part of
SNEs may submit materials to the Digital Library. Once an educator submits materials
to the Digital Library, they will go through three levels of review before those materials
can be used. Materials that are not accepted are returned to the submitter with
feedback and suggestions for improvement.

19

https://www.k12.wa.us/SMARTER/pubdocs/quality-criteria-guide.pdf
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