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Male/Female Achievement Differences 
Can we narrow the gap? 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 

NCLB and ESSA accountability requirements focus on differences within four sub-
group categories—racial/ethnic groups, low-income students, English language 
learners, and students with disabilities. One subgroup category not part of current 
ESSA accountability is gender, yet differences in achievement between male and fe-
male students can be dramatic. Just look at the table below. It compares Graduation 
Rates, Advance Regents Diploma rates, and Dropout rates for male and female stu-
dents over the past nine years in NY State. The differences are both stark and remark-
ably consistent, as reported on NYSED’s School Report Card site. 

Now look at NY State Special Education classification rates over that same period.  
 
Is it possible that the greater success rates 
of female students is due to having a lower 
percentage of students classified as Special 
Education? Perhaps, but female students 
are often classified for different reasons, 
and female learning disabilities can often 
be overlooked because they may be less 
obvious than boys’ disabilities which can 
be overt and behavioral in nature. Whatever 
the cause of male underachievement, how-
ever, the deficit should be addressed in-
structionally, even if ESSA accountability 
regulations ignore it. 

May 9, 2022 

Instructional Data Warehouse News 

2021-2022 School Year      

               Issue #10    

Upcoming  
IDW Events 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Nassau BOCES 
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meetings with indi-
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Stephanie Witt to 
schedule a visit: 
  

(516) 608-6623) 
Switt1@nasboces.org 
 

www.nassauboces.org/idw 

Year 
Graduation 
Rate Male 

Graduation 
Rate  Female 

Advanced 
Regents 
Diplomas 
Male 

Advanced 
Regents   
Diplomas 
Female 

Dropout 
Rate Male 

Dropout 
Rate Female 

2012-13 74% 81% 28% 34% 9% 7% 
2013-14 76% 82% 28% 35% 8% 6% 
2014-15 77% 84% 29% 35% 8% 6% 
2015-16 78% 85% 28% 35% 7% 5% 
2016-17 79% 86% 29% 37% 7% 5% 
2017-18  79% 86% 30% 37% 7% 5% 
2018-19 80% 87% 30% 38% 7% 5% 
2019-20 85% 89% 34% 44% 6% 4% 
2020-21 83% 90% 37% 48% 5% 3% 

Year 
Male %  

Special Ed 
Female %    
Special Ed 

2012-13 19% 10% 
2013-14 21% 11% 
2014-15 21% 12% 
2015-16 22% 12% 
2016-17 22% 12% 
2017-18  22% 12% 
2018-19 23% 13% 
2019-20 23% 13% 
2020-21 23% 13% 
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One way to begin addressing the issue is to document those skills where male deficits are greatest, even in sub-
ject areas where the perception has been that males outperform females, for example STEM subjects (science, 
technology, engineering, and math). This means first finding specific curriculum areas, or even types of ques-
tions, where males underperform females and then developing teaching techniques to remediate those found 
weaknesses. Fortunately, the Instruction Data Warehouse (IDW) does offer tools to help teachers and ad-
ministrators document areas of greatest need and thereby create remedial strategies. 
 
Two effective tools in the IDW used to document instructional weakness are the Gap Report and the Wrong 
Answer Summary (WASA) Report. The Gap Report is used to point out where the greatest gaps are between 
a district’s performance and Nassau County’s benchmark performance.  The WASA Report adds two unique 
insights to the nature of those gaps. It can first show what wrong answers, or distractors, led to student error, 
and wrong answer patterns can not only be disaggregated by the four traditional ESSA subgroups, but also can 
point out differences in male/female answer patterns. Teachers can investigate why one gender underper-
formed the other, and then teachers can follow up with innovative and compensatory teaching strategies.  
 
Let’s begin by analyzing a Regents examination taken by virtually all male and female students, Algebra 1.  
We will use the most recent exam for which we have solid countywide participation—June 2019.  Statewide, 
the female passing rate was 75%, but the male passing rate was only 68%.  In Nassau County, the rates 
were 85% and 80% respectively. Can innovative teaching strategies narrow the gap? 
 

To examine separate wrong answer patterns of a large sampling of male and female students, I chose to com-
pare four large districts (averaging well over 500 test takers each) from the four quartiles of Nassau County 
performance.  Although, overall, females outperformed males in all four districts, male underperformance 
was not universal on every individual question. On some questions, in some districts, males outperformed fe-
males. I therefore focused on questions where male underperformance was consistent among all four districts 
and where the wrong answer pattern might lead teachers to discover differentiated strategies to mediate learn-
ing differences.  Below is one such question where females outperformed males in all four districts.  

 
Before examining the wrong 
answer patterns from each dis-
trict, disaggregated by gender, 
let’s examine the question it-
self and see how the county at 
large responded. On the bot-
tom of this page is the  Re-
gional WASA Report for 
question 22. Note that 56.2% 
of students answered correctly 
and it appears that Choice 3 is 
the distractor with 21.1% of 
students selecting this choice. 

  
 Correct 

Answer 
Choice 1 Choice 2 Choice 3 Choice 4 

Regional WASA Report for Question 22 
for All Students (Males and Females) 
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The four district WASA reports for question 22 are shown with male correct responses first and female re-
sults below. The most frequently selected distractors are in the red circles. 

 
1st Quartile 
District  
Male 
 
 
1st Quartile 
District  
Female 
 
 
 
2nd Quartile 
District  
Male 
 
 
2nd Quartile 
District  
Female 
 
 
 
3rd Quartile 
District   
Male           
  
3rd Quartile     
District  
Female 
 
 
 
 
4th Quartile 
District  
Male 
 
 
4th Quartile 
District  
Female 
 

Choice 3 is the main distractor for both male and female students in all four districts. One result worth noting 
is that the 3rd quartile district, which did poorer overall than the 2nd quartile district on the Algebra 1 exam, 
actually outperformed the 2nd quartile district by a wide margin on Question 22.  Why? 
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Looking at Question 22 again, 
one can see that students who 
could not correctly calculate 
standard deviation simply found 
the mean or average of the scores, 
something more familiar to them. 
Thus Choice 3 (79.7) was a sensi-
ble but incorrect choice. The 3rd 
Quartile district likely focused 
more instructional attention on 
standard deviation and therefore 
outperformed the 2nd Quartile 
district, but why did female stu-
dents consistently do better than 
male students in all four districts?  
 

And once that reason is established, how might teachers create strategies to mitigate the deficit. Experienced 
math teachers, when reviewing and deconstructing test results, will likely find the reason and a successful 
strategy to reduce the deficit. As a former teacher of English and Reading, I have little insight how students 
best learn how to calculate standard deviation, but I can postulate one possibility. Female students may be 
more attentive to procedural details, notetaking, and memorizing protocols while male students, instead, rely 
more on intuitive skills. In calculating standard deviation, however, knowing the protocol is the key to success, 
and male students can be taught to better utilize these skills when they are needed. 
 

My conjecture is just one conjecture, but math teachers, using their excellent insights and IDW tools like the 
WASA Report disaggregated by gender, can now begin to mitigate achievement deficits. 
 
As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance as well as virtual and in-district train-
ing for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter, or about other best data practices.  To schedule 
a training session or ask any IDW-related questions, please call Fred Cohen at (516) 608-6640, Stepha-
nie Witt at (516) 608-6623, or Tammy Mazza at (516) 608-6633.  

 

What’s 
New in 

the IDW? 

 
 
 
 
Planned for the Near Future 

• As a companion to the Gap and WASA Reports, the IDW is planning a Correct 

Answer Summary Analysis by Gender. 

• It will include MC questions and Constructed Response questions (percent of 

available points earned). 
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