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Grading of ELA Constructed Response Questions 
In-House Scoring 

Versus 

Regional or Vendor Scoring 
 

by Fred Cohen, 

Nassau BOCES Data Warehouse Consultant 

 

Over the past twelve years, I have viewed thousands of Gap Reports from 

a variety of Nassau County school districts.  During that time, I have not-

ed many scoring patterns which shed light on instructional practices.  But 

I have also noted and written about another scoring pattern that may 

offer false leads about instructional practices.  That pattern is the lack 

of consistency in the scoring of constructed response questions on 

some assessments. 
 

This lack of consistency in grading is most notable on the ELA assess-

ments in grades 3-8 and on the two social studies Regents exams—

Global History and U.S. History.  For a variety of reasons, this lack of 

consistency in grading practice is rarely evident on the ELA Regents 

nor is it evident on the math assessments in grades 3-8.   
 

For whatever reason (perhaps the way the scoring rubrics are written), 

performance on the multiple choice questions and the constructed re-

sponse questions on the math 3-8 assessments and the ELA Regents 

show a consistency in performance relative to the Nassau County re-

gion. Simply put, student learning in a given district, relative to the coun-

ty, shows little variation from multiple choice to constructed response 

questions.  This should not be surprising.  In general, most students learn 

both constructed response and multiple choice skills at the same rate. 
 

But every once in a while, a Gap Report will show that student learn-

ing changes from exceptional to mediocre (or vice versa) when the 

style of question changes from multiple choice to constructed re-

sponse.  Yes, it is possible that teachers only prepared students for one 

part of the test.  But is it not more likely that the difference in performance 

from one part of the test to the other, relative to the county, is due to dif-

ferences in the rigor of grading of the constructed response questions? 
 

This difference then becomes a crucial factor as teachers’ HEDI scores, 

theoretically a measure of teacher effectiveness, actually become a 

measure of grading practices and district decision making, not teacher 

effectiveness.  The following pages will illustrate. 
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Later in this newsletter, we will explore the dramatic effects of scoring differences  on ELA as-

sessments, but this first example below is from the Global History Regents.  It shows how dif-

ferences in scoring practice from one district to another affect student scores. Look carefully at 

these two Gap Reports from two large districts (over 400 students) on the 2011 Regents exam. 

 

Note how the students in District A 

clearly underperformed other stu-

dents in the Nassau County region 

on the multiple choice questions, 

while on the constructed response 

questions (on the right side of the 

chart), they basically equaled the 

region.  Note especially the two cir-

cled questions which were five point 

essay questions. Then, compare Dis-

trict A’s performance to District 

B’s performance below. 

 

Students in District B outperformed 

other students in Nassau County on 

virtually every multiple choice 

question, but their scores on the con-

structed response questions, includ-

ing the five point essay questions, are 

almost indistinguishable from the 

county and more surprisingly from 

District A whose multiple choice per-

formance averaged twenty-five per-

centage points below district B’s 

scores. 

 

 

How is this possible?  Did District A emphasize essay writing at the expense of  short answer 

skills?  Did District B totally omit essay writing as part of their instructional practice?  Although 

that is possible, it is more likely that District A’s raters were influenced by the numerous papers 

they had read, and instead of adhering strictly to the Regents’ scoring guidelines began rating pa-

pers which they considered average for the district as average papers according to the ru-

bric.  District B likely did the same, rating papers which were truly above average papers 

(according to the rubric’s guidelines) as simply average because they were average for the 

district. 

 

There is no evil intent by either district, just a natural tendency to see the many papers recently 

graded as average papers rather than regularly reviewing the Regents’ guidelines, and the an-

chor papers provided, as the appropriate standard.  In 2011, of course, any inaccuracy in grad-

ing may have added or subtracted a few points to or from a student’s score.  But in 2013, scoring 

of Regents exams affected SLOs and therefore teacher ratings. 

District A 

District B 
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When teacher ratings come into play, additional problems come into play, especially on the 

grade 3-8 math and ELA assessments which are used to establish teacher growth ratings us-

ing a complicated and rigorous formula. That formula, theoretically, takes into account any 

number of demographic factors which might affect student performance.  State guidelines also 

forbid teachers who have a vested interest in the outcome of a student’s score from grading 

that student’s paper.  This surely seems to establish a level playing field. 

 

But districts currently have a number of choices, each year, when grading papers on the 

grade 3-8 ELA and math assessments.  Districts can send papers to private vendors for scor-

ing, completely eliminating any chance of violating the vested interest policy, or they could 

submit papers to an on-line regional grading consortium where each district blindly grades 

papers from multiple districts.  This too virtually eliminates the vested interest issue.  Or dis-

tricts can grade papers in-house, where no teacher grades his or her own students.  In this 

last case, one wonders, considering the high-stakes involved in teacher growth scores, whether 

this last option could affect scoring practices. 
 

In order to test this hypothesis, we examined the scoring practices of nine districts in Nassau 

County who changed their scoring option between the 2012 test year and the 2013 test 

year for the grade 3-8 ELA assessments. (Math assessment scoring was not examined because 

we have found that the rigor of the scoring rubric leaves little room for grading discretion.)  It is 

worth noting that districts apparently did not change their grading practices to advantage or dis-

advantage teachers, merely to change to a more efficient or economical practice.  Thus, some 

districts changed to in-house grading and others changed from in-house grading. 

 

What we found was that, as expected, student performance on multiple choice questions, 

when compared to the Nassau County average, remained consistent when districts changed 

from or to in-house scoring.  Districts who performed at or near the county average continued 

to perform at that level independent of their scoring choice for the constructed response ques-

tions.  But we also found that districts who graded their ELA constructed response ques-

tions in-house seemed to show better results, compared to the Nassau County average, than 

the year they chose another grading option (either vendor or regional scoring). 
 

Initially, this observation about grading practice was viewed as merely a footnote to county-

wide grading practices.  But was this footnote a generalization worthy of further review, and 

was it a generalization which provided significant insight?  We therefore performed a formal 

analysis to see if there were actually a statistically significant difference between scoring 

practices when districts changed to or from in-house scoring. 

 

On the table and chart on the following page, we labeled both private vendor scored papers and  

papers scored by a multiple district consortium as “regional scoring” and papers scored in-

house as “local.”  For this study, we chose districts that for one or more grades changed 

their scoring practice in the years 2012 and 2013 from local to regional or regional to lo-

cal.  In all, we analyzed over 23,000 graded papers—about half graded in 2012 and half in 

2013.  Also, approximately half were graded locally (in-house) and half regionally (either by a 

private vendor or by a multiple district consortium).  Results are summarized on the next page. 

 

 

 



Department of Curriculum, Instruction and Technology 
Contact Us:  Data Warehousing, Margarita Pieri, Supervisor II 

Phone: 516-608-6673 • Email: mpieri@mail.nasboces.org 

 

 

The column labeled 

“MC local” shows 

how far above or be-

low the county each 

district performed on 

multiple choice ques-

tions when papers 

were graded locally. 

The column “MC 

Regional” shows 

how far above or be-

low the county that 

district performed 

when papers were 

graded regionally by 

multiple districts or a 

private vendor.  The 

next two columns 

shows the same data 

for constructed re-

sponse questions. 

 

 

Both the table and the chart show that each district’s scores on the multiple choice (MC) 

questions, when compared to the region (Nassau County average), remain consistent whether 

scoring was regional or local.  But scores on the constructed response (CR) questions tend to 

be higher, compared to the region, when scoring was done locally.  Districts B, C, and D 

show the most dramatic differences, but all nine districts studied showed higher scores, com-

pared to the region, when they scored locally. 

 

Nassau BOCES’ Doctor Elaine Zseller’s statistical analysis of these data found that “there is 

less than one chance in one thousand that these difference in constructed response scoring re-

sults are due to factors other than the choice of scoring methodology selected.”  In other words, 

scoring methodology does affect student results and therefore teacher growth scores.  We trust 

that this analysis will be used along with many other factors in a district’s decision making 

practice. 

 

 

 

As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance and in-district training 

for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter or about other best practices for the 

IDW.  Call Fred Cohen at 608-6640 or Jane Boyd at 608-6612 to schedule a training session 

or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 

 


