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A More Informed Method for Regents Review 
Using the IDW as an Instructional Tool 

by Fred Cohen 
 
 
Approximately 25 Teaching Days Left before Exams Begin 
Teachers have been using prior Regents exams to inform instructional 
practice for as long as most of us can remember. A key basis for this 
practice was the Curriculum triangle, a sample of which is shown below. 

 
Instruction is most effective when all three 
vertices shown are both recognized and coor-
dinated.  This also assumes that the assess-
ment itself, the Regents exam, is respected as 
a valid assessment of a valued curriculum.  
This newsletter will only make sense to those 
who agree with that assumption. 
 

We have a massive question bank for most Regents exams, but a more 
limited one for others.  For example, the Algebra II (CC) Regents has 
been given only three times, but only the June, 2016 iteration of the as-
sessment can be used as a full instructional tool (see the paragraph be-
low).  Similarly, when the Global History and Geography (II) assessment 
is administered in future years, questions from the old exam will no long-
er be useful to assess the instructional practices of the new curriculum. 
 
The reason that only the June, 2016 iteration of the Algebra II (CC) Re-
gents can be used as a full instructional tool is that the August, 2016 and 
January, 2017 iterations do not include a representative sample of Nassau 
County students.  In general, only students who have previously failed 
the Algebra II (CC) exam or who are part of an extended time program 
take the August and January assessments.  Thus, the regional results on 
these iterations of the assessment do not truly indicate how typical stu-
dents would have performed.  Said another way, the results do not reflect 
overall question difficulty and, therefore, are not a reliable benchmark. 
 
Use the Regional Benchmark (but note the gaps as well) 
Between ten thousand and fifteen thousand students in Nassau County 
take each Regents exam.  This creates a large enough sample to indicate 
relative question difficulty. Test designers intentionally build in ques-
tions of varying difficulty for a number of reasons. But teachers may find 
that questions may be difficult for a variety reasons.  For some questions, 
it is the critical thinking required, but for others, it may be due to the ob-
scurity of the topic or even the opaque design of the question.  The teach-
er must decide that for himself or herself.  Either way, on the IDW’s Gap 
Report, the Regional benchmark indicates question difficulty. 
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The best reason to prepare for a Regents examination is not test prep. It is for curriculum re-
view using previous test questions to see if current students have mastered the curr iculum 
(when compared to previous students in Nassau County).  A small sample of the Gap Report for 
the 2016 Living Environment assessment is shown below as well as questions 3 and 4.  Fo-
cus on question #4 (see circle below) where students performed 21.8% poorer than the county.  
The topic, “DNA replication,” should have been an area of concern in September when the Gap 
Report was first reviewed. Teachers should have made sure to reconsider this topic’s emphasis 
within the curriculum. Based on this new emphasis (not overemphasis), how then will students 
now perform in the Regents review? Remember that the goal is not to prepare students for last 
year’s exam. It is to identify essential curr iculum areas where students underperformed 
and then to improve instruction to correct that underperformance. 
 
Note that if teachers felt that DNA replication was an obscure or insignificant part of the curric-
ulum, or that the wording of the question was confusing, this would certainly not be a question 
chosen for review as representative of the Living Environment curriculum. 

 
When we offer students questions for review, 
we should note Regional performance to en-
sure that we are including questions of vari-
ous levels of difficulty.  We should also make 
sure to include any question with a large gap, 
as long as the question was considered well 
written and appropriate for the assessment. 
Our objective should be to cover as much of 
the curriculum as possible, using questions 
from any number of previous year’s assess-
ments.  It is then easy enough to calculate the 
success rate for this year’s students and com-
pare it to the Regional benchmark.   
 
The region found question 3 quite easy with 
91.4% correct in 2016. This school fell 8.6% 
short.  What is most important is that students 
in 2017 have a sufficient understanding of 
cloning to answer this and other related ques-
tions if the school considers cloning an im-
portant part of the Living Environment curric-
ulum. 
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The role of the Wrong Answer Summary Analysis (WASA) Report 
By  then checking the WASA Report from 2016, we might gain an even better understanding 
of where students went wrong and what additional instruction might alleviate student confu-
sion or misunderstanding.  Ideally, this analysis review should have been done in September 
and resulted in adjustments to teachers’ curriculum priorities and instructional techniques. 
Now, during review time, teachers can check to see how this year’s students responded to 
changes in instruction. 
 
As it happens, all the wrong answers for Question #4 were divided between choices 2 and 3 
(correct answer was choice 1) which indicates that students in 2016 remembered that either 
meiosis or mitosis was involved with DNA replication.  Since the two terms sound and look 
alike, the confusion was not surprising.  If the distinction between the processes is a significant 
distinction to understanding an important part of the curriculum, time should be spent instruc-
tionally to cement that understanding.  The key data point here is that students in this school 
showed a gap of over 20% between their performance and the county’s. Other  students 
regionally had mastered this issue to a much better degree.  Unless the teachers in this school 
deem DNA replication and the distinction between mitosis and meiosis insignificant, this 20% 
shortfall deserves a reemphasis in the school’s curriculum. 
 
What we have outlined here is really a cyclical review of instruction based on two Data Ware-
house Reports—the Gap Report and the WASA Report. In September , these repor ts 
likely exposed certain test and curriculum weaknesses. The supervisor and teachers, at that 
time, should have responded to those weaknesses (or ignored them in the case of poor ques-
tions or obscure and unrepresentative curriculum areas) with curriculum enhancements.  Now 
in April and May, those areas (as well as the rest of the curriculum) should be reviewed by us-
ing previous test questions to see the effect of those enhancements  We can do this by compar-
ing current student results to the region using our Gap and WASA reports to see if mid-course 
corrections are still needed for the remainder of the school year. 
 
Ultimately, what we are trying to do is to make the Regents review process a more informed 
and data reinforced process.  In the past, questions from past exams were given to stu-
dents as a review of the classroom learnings during the year. But papers were often graded 
without regard to some key information—the difficulty of the question (based on regional re-
sults) and the previous performance of the school’s students (based on Gap and WASA Re-
ports). The process recommend here is a refinement of a practice useful in the past but now 
improved using IDW data sources. 
 
 
 
 
 
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, Meador Pratt at 608-6612, or Richard Nathan at 516 
971 7532 (cell) to schedule a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse 
questions.  
 
 
 
 
 


