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class time spent on each of the objectives (Fives & DiDonato-Barnes, 2013). As the table of 
specifications in Table 24.1 illustrates, content areas or learning objectives are listed in the left 
column, and the cognitive processes that students are expected to use on the test are shown 
across the top, with the cells containing the number and type of items for each content/process 
combination (Gregory, 2013). Often, Bloom’s taxonomy is used to represent the cognitive 
processes in the table of specifications. The taxonomy specifies that learning objectives can 
involve lower level processes, such as remembering, understanding, and applying information, 
or higher level processes, such as analyzing or evaluating information or creating new informa-
tion or a product based on one’s learning (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001; Bloom, Englehart, 
Frost, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956).

A table of specifications helps teachers align objectives, instruction, and assessment, 
which improves the validity of the assessment (Fives & DiDonato-Barnes, 2013; Notar, 
Zuelke, Wilson, & Yunker, 2004). Sometimes teachers create tests that represent the learning 
objectives and the content of instruction but require students to respond in ways that are 
inconsistent with how they learned the information (Fives & DiDonato-Barnes, 2013). For 
example, a teacher who lectures on the influence of Greek culture on the Roman Empire 
might expect students to be able to answer objective items (such as multiple choice) measur-
ing their factual knowledge but should not expect them to answer an essay comparing and 
contrasting Greek and Roman cultures. Similarly, a class that completes a group activity com-
paring Greek and Roman life might not perform as well answering basic factual questions on 
a multiple-choice exam.

In the table of specifications, the cognitive processes are sometimes confused with the 
type of item, such as multiple choice or essay (Fives & DiDonato-Barnes, 2013). All 
multiple-choice items (or other objective items) do not necessarily require low-level cognitive 
processes, and all essays do not necessarily involve high-level processes. For example, an essay 
question that reads, “Discuss the factors leading to the fall of the Roman Empire,” appears to 
assess higher level thinking that requires students to analyze or evaluate the situation. However, 
if students took lecture notes on a list of factors, then it is a low-level question assessing 
knowledge or comprehension.

Teachers need to decide what types of items match the content that was taught, the 
learning objectives, and the cognitive processes in the table of specification (Rodriguez & 
Haladyna, 2013). They have a wide array of items available to them, from selected-response to 
constructed-response formats. Selected-response items provide students with information and 

Bloom’s taxonomy: See 
Modules 13, 18, and 23

Match between 
instructional objectives 
and tests: See Modules 18 
and 23

MAJOR CATEGORIES OF COGNITIVE TAXONOMY

TIME SPENT 
ON TOPIC 

(MIN) REMEMBER UNDERSTAND APPLY ANALYZE EVALUATE CREATE
Topic A 50 2 2 2 1 7

Topic B 50 2 2 1 1 1 7

Topic C 50 1 2 1 2 1 7

Topic D 90 2 2 3 1 1 9

Total 5 8 6 7 3 1 30 items

TABLE 24.1   �   Sample Table of Specifications. A table of specifications can improve the validity of  
an assessment.


