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Using the IDW for Mathematics Curriculum Review 
Grades 3-8  

Testing or Opting Out —Curriculum Review Makes Sense 
 

by Fred Cohen 

 

Even though some students may opt out of the New York State Grade 3-8 
mathematics assessments in early May, knowing whether students have 
effectively learned the curriculum remains essential. Monitoring instruc-
tion and checking for understanding has been a time honored requirement 
of sound teaching practice. Which skills and concepts have been mas-
tered?  Which have been omitted or poorly understood?  
 

Teachers and curriculum leaders have many Instructional Data Ware-
house (IDW) tools to assist in this important task.  The weeks leading up 
to the math assessments in early May can be used to assess students’ 
knowledge and skill levels and to compare them to Nassau County 
benchmarks.  So whether an individual student is taking the state assess-
ment or not, it is important to assess all students to probe areas of the cur-
riculum that have been learned effectively and those that need further em-
phasis. 
 

Question Bank 
Whatever the grade level, NYSED has provided an ideal bank of multiple 
choice and constructed response questions which can be reviewed at 
teachers’ discretion.  What is most advantageous about this question bank 
is that the instructor can choose questions he or she deems most repre-
sentative of the curriculum and can avoid questions that are deemed poor, 
confusing, too difficult, or unrepresentative.  
 

The Power of the Nassau County Benchmark 
Questions chosen from previous years’ assessments each come with the 
benefit of a Nassau County benchmark.  Knowing that as many as ten 
thousand students, countywide, have established a performance record on 
that question allows anyone to compare current performance to a known 
county benchmark.  And this benchmark provides not only the percent 
correct achieved by thousands of students but also the pattern of 
wrong answers selected by these students. 
 

Where to Begin 
Whether reviewing the entire grade’s curriculum or just parts of the cur-
riculum, it is important to select a variety of questions and difficulty lev-
els and to compare answer patterns recorded in past years. The perfect 
source for these data is the Wrong Answer Summary Analysis (WASA) 
report for the Nassau County region.  Although distr ict and school 
Gap Reports offer a summary of  previous in-house answers, the regional 
WASA offers a global view of students’ right and wrong answers, as 
well as clues to students’ missteps. 
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To see how this works, let’s look at a small sample of the Math 6 curriculum.  By reviewing pre-
vious year’s questions (and mapping them to the standards), we might decide that the two ques-
tions below, for example, are an appropriate place to begin assessing two key curriculum stand-
ards—Ratios and Proportions and Expressions, Equations and Inequalities. 

 
 
“Math Content 
6.RP.A.3a 
(Ratios and 
Proportions) 
Make tables of 
equivalent rati-
os relating 
quantities with 
whole number 
measurements, 
find missing val-
ues in the ta-
bles, and plot 
the pairs of val-
ues on the coor-
dinate plane.  
Use tables to 
compare rati-
os.” 
 

 
 

“Math Content 
6.EE.B.5 
(Expressions 
and Equations) 
Understand 
solving an 
equation or ine-
quality as a 
process of an-
swering a ques-
tion: which val-
ues from a spe-
cific set, if any,  
make the equa-
tion or inequali-
ty true? Use 
substitution to 
determine 
whether a given 
number in a 
specified set 
makes an equa-
tion 0.” 
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Of course, many more questions would be chosen to examine the breadth of the grade 6 curric-
ulum. It would also be wise to include questions where the percentage of countywide students 
answering correctly was relatively high and also relatively low in order  to assess the true 
scope of the grade six curriculum. 
 

Now let’s examine the Regional WASA report for these two questions from the 2017 New 
York State Grade 6 Math Assessment. 

Both questions were in the middle range of difficulty with approximately two thirds of stu-
dents, countywide, answering correctly.  (Correct responses are highlighted in green.) Note 
that question “01” had a clear distractor, “Resp 1” (choice A), while question “02” showed 
wrong answers almost equally distributed among the three incorrect choices. 
 

The answering patterns of over eight thousand students offer insight into how this year’s stu-
dents might answer. Remember , the purpose of offering these questions this year is to 
assess the acquisition of curriculum this year, not to rate or  grade individual students.  
Let’s assume, for a moment, that 75% of students answer the first question correctly and that 
only 10% of students choose response 1 (choice A).  This likely suggests that students have a 
better than average understanding of how tables are used to compare ratios.  If, of course, stu-
dents select response 1 (choice A) at a rate of 40%, this indicates a lack of understanding of 
this content skill, especially when compared to an established countywide standard. 
 

Similarly, the second question requires students to understand inequalities and to use that un-
derstanding to solve equations. But it is valuable to know that, countywide, 68% of the stu-
dents answered correctly, and that the wrong answers of the other students were spread almost 
equally among the wrong answers.  When this question is answered this year, what pattern will 
emerge? If a single distractor is apparent, where did student understanding go wrong?  Did 
students not know how to interpret the inequality sign, or did they fail to negotiate the equa-
tion correctly.  The key is being able to compare the countywide benchmark pattern to a dis-
trict, school, or classroom pattern. This becomes an ideal way to check for  understanding 
and plan for improved instruction in the future. 
 

Our goal in presenting previous questions to students is to compare current understand-
ing to a known standard, the Nassau County benchmark.  When errant patterns are 
known before the May assessment, skills can and should be retaught whether students are tak-
ing the state assessment or not.  Let’s remember the time tested edict: The first and best reason 
for assessing students is to improve instruction. Over the years, even the best of us, by ne-
cessity, have compromised that noble purpose to rate, grade or sort students, districts, schools 
and even teachers. But that should not deter us from using IDW tools to improve the practice 
of teaching whenever we have the opportunity. That opportunity is now! 
 

 
 
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. 
 


