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Social Studies Regents Scoring 
A Long-Standing Anomaly 

 
By Fred Cohen 

Simply put, are Regents scoring rubrics applied equitably on the two 
social studies Regents exams?  That is, do all districts use the same lev-
el of rigor when grading the two five point Part III essays? Although 
there is no evidence that some districts intentionally score papers using a 
more or less rigorous standard, Regents scoring on these exams has his-
torically shown some odd inconsistencies even though SED does re-
view and comment on district scoring practices. 
 
These inconsistencies can be seen on both the U.S. History and Global 
History exams and appeared again on the new Global Transition exam. 
Differing interpretations of the scoring rubrics may be the cause. 
 
Let’s first review two June 2018 U.S. History Gap charts from different 
Nassau County high schools.  These charts are likely extreme examples 
of such inconsistencies. First, High School 1, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             

Note that the red x’s denote the school’s percent correct on each multi-
ple choice question and the percent earned of available points on the 
constructed response questions. Similarly, the green squares represent 
the Nassau County Region’s scores on these questions.  
 

Also, the blue oval encircles the multiple choice question results, and the 
blue rectangle frames the two five point essay scores.  A quick review 
shows an odd pattern. This school seems to outscore the Nassau County 
region on almost all multiple choice (MC) questions, yet seems to under-
perform the region on the two Part III essay questions.  
  

High School 1 
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Why is there such an obvious disconnect between the MC results and the essay results?  
Why did these students outperform the region by a wide margin on the MC questions and un-
derperform the region by about the same margin on the CR essays?  Of course, the explanation 
could be instructional.  Teachers, in this school, may be emphasizing the skills needed to an-
swer the MC questions correctly and placing less stress on the skills needed to respond skill-
fully to the essay questions. 
 
Although this may be possible, a quick check of the district ELA Regents results makes it 
less likely.  On the ELA Regents, also taken in grade 11, MC and CR essay answers in this 
district tend to both show a pattern of outscoring the county, indicating that student writing 
skills seem commensurate to students’ ability to answer the MC questions correctly. In other 
words, the two parts of the ELA Regents seem “to speak to each other” while on the U.S. His-
tory Regents the two parts seem to contrast with each other.  And this overall pattern can be 
seen in some other districts as well. 
 

In some other schools, an opposite pattern can be seen.  Examine High School 2 below. 
(Because this dis-
trict has more than 
one high school, 
there are also blue 
diamond shape 
markers that indi-
cate district 
scores.)  Note that 
in this school, stu-
dents tend to un-
derperform on the 
MC questions yet 
excel on the two 
Part III five point 
essays. Is this also 
the result of differ-
ing instructional 
emphases? 
 

A review of the ELA Regents shows that students in this school consistently underperformed 
the region on both the MC and CR essays.  And, as seen in High School 1, the two sections of 
the ELA exam “spoke to each other” while on the U.S. History exam the two parts seem to 
contrast with each other. 
 

This pattern has been one of long standing for both the Global History and the U.S. History 
exams.  Year after year, some districts exhibit the High School 1 pattern and other districts 
exhibit the pattern of High School 2.  And once again, even though the ELA Regents format 
has changed in recent years, high schools show a consistency in MC and CR scoring. 
 
Why is this social studies anomaly worth examining further? 
A review of the 2018 U.S. History Conversion Chart offers some insight into why reviewing 
scoring practices is so important.  Remember that a single point on the essay scoring rubric 
often converts to multiple points on a the final scale score.  Just review the conversion chart on 
the following page to see this leveraging effect. First, calculate the average essay scores 
earned for the two high schools shown. High School 1 averaged about 50% of available points 
on the two essays, and High School 2 averaged about 80% of available points.  In contrast, on 
the MC, High School 1 averaged 86.6% and High School 2 averaged 77.1%. 
 

High School 2 
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Conversion Chart June 2018 U.S. History Regents 
 
The multiple choice and 
scaffolding question 
scores are listed vertical-
ly on the left side of the 
table while the two com-
bined five-point essay 
scores are listed across 
the top of the table pro-
ducing a grid of final ex-
amination scores.   
 
Imagine a student from 
each high school with 
average essay scores for 
that high school and an-
swering 33 MC questions 
correctly.  In High 
School 1, students earned 
50% of the 10 available 
points (five total points), 
and in High School 2, 
students earned 80% 
(eight total points) of the 
10 points. 
 
In High School 1, that 
student would fail the 
Regents with a scale 
score of 63. In High 
School 2, that student 
would get a grade of 75.  
 

 
 
The leveraging of essay scores is less pronounced  at the higher end scores. The difference 
between an essay total of five points and eight points with all MC answered correctly is on-
ly two points. 
 
Of course, if the essays in the two schools are genuinely of different quality, the point dif-
ferentials, even the leveraged differentials, are well deserved and supported by the rubric 
and the conversion chart.  But the scoring variations may be due to a scoring effect that dis-
tricts should guard against. Does the scenario below sound possible or even likely? 
 
Sometimes, scorers dutifully review the rubric and anchor papers and may begin grading 
papers adhering strictly to these guidelines.  It is then possible that, in districts with the 
highest quality papers, the stated rubric and anchor papers are inadvertently replaced by the 
many papers just read which are of a higher standard.  Thus, subsequent papers are graded 
lower than they should be because scorers are substituting the higher standard they have 
just experienced.  Similarly, in districts with lower quality essays, the anchor papers and 
rubric are replaced by lower standard papers, and the scores are thus more generous. 
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What Can be done? 
I think it is important to determine, in each high school, if the contrast is due to differences in 
teaching emphasis (MC skills versus essay writing skills) or to scoring anomalies. Certainly, 
more detailed data analysis and self-reflection will yield some insight.  But having benefited 
from once working in a multiple high school district, I can recommend a second research tool. 
 
When struck with the same problem years ago (one or more of the three high schools in my dis-
trict exhibited contrasting MC and CR scores), I randomly chose 25 papers from the previous 
year’s exam, and asked a representative committee from the three schools to regrade the 75 pa-
pers, as a team, without knowing the previous point awards. The changes in the point awards 
were significant! The regrading eliminated most of the contrast between the MC and CR sec-
tions of the exam, and one of the three schools discovered it was grading with undue rigor and a 
second high school with insufficient rigor. 
 
Of course, in another district there might have been little or no change in grading, and the con-
trasting MC and CR scores might have been due to contrasting instructional emphasis.  What is 
most important, however, is for the district to analyze and correct the problem, if there is one. 
 
I was fortunate enough to be in a district with three high schools, but any school can connect 
with one or two other schools and randomly select a group of papers to “blindly” rescore a rep-
resentative group of papers by a joint committee. 
 
 

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, Stephanie Witt at 608-
6623, or Richard Nathan at 516 971-7532 (cell) to schedule a training session or to discuss 
any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 


