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MEAP Item Descriptors 
February 2, 2010 

 

by Deb Wahlstrom 

Datadeb@successlineinc.com 

 

Just released!  MEAP item descriptor 

booklets for each MEAP test in grades 

three through eight have just been 

released.  The tests were given in the fall 

and it’s now edging toward the end of 

the school year.  So how might you use 

the item descriptors?  And should you?  

Read on for a few ideas to use the item 

descriptors to improve alignment 

between curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment. 

 

The Michigan Department of Education 

now releases item descriptors instead of test items for all MEAP tests.  The key reason for this is money.  

It costs quite a bit of citizen cash to design and develop test items.  So if the state folks can keep using 

the same test items, they can realize a savings in the budget.  And that’s a good thing. 

 

The first thing you’ll want to know is what an item descriptor looks like.  I’ve listed a brief overview of 

the item descriptor below.  The example is from Grade 3 Mathematics, but the design is the same for all 

MEAP tests at all grade levels.  

 

This is not as good as having the 

actual test items, but you can work 

with these to help tighten curriculum 

in your classroom, school, or district.   

 

So what are some ways you can use 

the item descriptors?  Here are a few 

ideas in each of the areas of 

curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment. 
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CURRICULUM 

 

1. Use the item descriptors to determine common errors students make.  Often, test writers will 

use common mistakes that students make and common misconceptions that students have to 

develop item distracters.  This is good information to use in tightening alignment.  With the 

grade 3 math example, if we know that a common mistake students make is to add ten rather 

than skip-count by ten, then we can watch for those errors when we’re teaching students in the 

classroom. 

 

2. Use the item descriptors to further unpack the curriculum.  One of the most important things 

that needs to be done in terms of aligning curriculum, instruction, and assessment is that of 

unpacking the standards.  The staff at the Michigan Department of Education does not unpack 

the standards for you, thus it’s important to do this yourself.  I know, I know  -  it does take time 

to do this sort of thing, but it has to be done if you want high student achievement.  So review 

the item descriptors to glean everything you can to inform the unpacking of the standards. 

 

3. Analyze the levels of thinking for each of the questions.  Determine if the levels of thinking do 

indeed match that of the standard it was intended to assess. 

 

4. Determine WHICH PART of a standard or GLCE has been assessed.  If you have unpacked the 

standards at the district level, match item descriptors to the unpacked standard.  One standard 

could have many parts – so you want to see which part is being tested each time the test comes 

around. 

 

5. Go through the items and make a list, item by item, of knowledge and skills a student must 

have in order to do well on the item.  Make a note of the knowledge and skills a student must 

have to do well on each item. 

 

6. Go through the curriculum guide and place a post-it note on the pages in the curriculum where 

students didn’t perform well on the MEAP.  This is a quick and easy way to remind yourself of 

problematic areas for students. 

 

INSTRUCTION 

 

7. Conduct a wrong-answer analysis of the test items (using the results from the MEAP tests).  

Determine, based on the types of wrong answers chosen, WHY students missed the questions.  

Use this information to make adjustments in your lesson plans. 

 

8. Consider what students know and don’t know – and design learning and/or booster lessons 

for the areas in which students seem to struggle. 

 



 
  DA T A DE B .W OR D P RE S S .C O M      MEAP  IT E M  DE S C RI P T ORS  

3  

 

 

ASSESSMENT 

 

9. Use the item descriptors to better understand how the GLCEs are tested.   The better you 

understand how the GLCEs are assessed, the better you can understand the intent of the GLCEs. 

 

10. Use the item descriptors as a model for designing classroom and/or district assessments.  

While you’re not able to use the actual released test items any longer, you can still use the 

descriptors as a model for writing and choosing test items for your own classroom, school and 

district assessments. 

 

Please remember not to change everything you do based on the results of a single test item.  Use the 

item descriptors to help you tweak – not necessarily redo.  The more data you have related to each of 

the GLCEs, the more you can use the data for significant curriculum changes. 

 

If you’re a Michigan Smart Data user, you’ll have tools 

at your fingertips to more tightly align your curriculum.  

Did you know that your Smart Data Item Analysis and 

GLCE report provides you with five years of data 

related to student performance by GLCE?  That’s some 

good stuff to have! 

 

You’re not a Smart Data user?  Then pick up that 

phone right now and call Mark Wahlstrom at 757-539-

6513.  Mark is always happy to answer any questions you have. 

 


