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The Value of Advanced Placement Benchmarks 
Measuring Your COVID Slide vs Theirs 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 

Nassau County benchmarks serve as standard of comparison for almost any 
data field.  When we want to measure test results, graduation results, or even 
attendance, having a county-wide average gives us a sense of where we are 
compared to everyone else.  This is especially important when year-to-year 
results are affected by special circumstances like the pandemic.  After all, 
there were no Grade 3-8 ELA/Math nor Regents assessments in 2020, and the 
2021 assessments were not comparable to previous years. 
 
But because there were “pandemic affected” Advanced Placement examina-
tions in both 2020 and 2021, we need a county benchmark to make sense of 
our own trends in Advanced Placement  success.  Did our participation in-
crease or decrease?  What about the quality of test scores?  
 
Looking at any district’s Advanced Placement scores in isolation would give 
the viewer only limited insights into test results.  Only by checking what is 
happening in the world outside the district can we fully understand what hap-
pened in our own district. Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) Advanced 
Placement  reports allow for a far more nuanced view. 
 
Last spring, we added a new visualization to the Advanced Placement Report 
table that has been a staple of IDW assessment reports. Note how the table 
and report display the same data in dramatically different ways. 
 
First, the new visualization showing 2021 scores is shown below.  Note that 
this is the first of the three charts displaying Advanced Placement scores. This 
chart displays the number of quality test scores (score of 3 or better) per 100 
students in a grade. This sample high school shows approximately 2.2 quality 
scores for every 100 students in a grade for 2020 but also shows just 2.0 qual-
ity scores for 2021. Knowing that the Nassau County region also had a a re-
duction in its rate of quality papers is noteworthy. 
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Note also that between 2017 and 2020, both the region and this sample district were increasing 
their rates of quality scores. Why did these decreases suddenly occur?  What changed?  Were 
fewer students taking exams, or were the scores decreasing, or did both occur in this full pan-
demic year of limited instruction for most districts? 

 
The two charts to the left 
and below give the an-
swer. Except for a slight 
blip in regional results for 
2020, student participation 
in AP exams increased 
every year. In 2015, there 
were about 2.2 test papers 
submitted for every 100 
students in the sample dis-
trict and about 2.5 papers 
for students in the Nassau 
County region. But in 
2021 that increased to 2.5 
for the sample district and 
about 2.9 for the Nassau 
County region. 
 
 
But look what happened to 
the quality of the scores in 
2021. This district’s per-
centage of scores of three 
or better declined by a 
large margin as did the 
Nassau County region’s 
scores.  In fact, both had 
increased from 2017 to 
2020, but, perhaps, be-
cause students studied re-
motely for 2021,  the qual-
ity of scores declined for 
the 2021 test year. 
 
 

How then would the AP table display these trends? Remember first that there is a red text box 
warning that 2021test results are still preliminary, meaning that a few additional scores may 
still be sent to the IDW from the College Board. We do not expect major changes at this point. 
Any such changes could only increase participation but not likely affect score quality. 
 
Note that the table on the following page and the chart contain the same data, and both formats 
report data in three ways.  Each report style shows a participation index indicating how many 
students take exams, a quality index showing the percentage of scores at three or better, and a 
combination index showing the percentage of average enrollment getting quality scores. Both 
the table and the chart start with a summary page displaying all students taking all exams and 
then show a separate table or set of charts for each examination.  
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Take a look at the table below for the same district, 

 
Of course, the table begins with the same warning that these data are still preliminary. 
Next, note the three key rows in the report. The first two are the rows highlighted in yel-
low, and the third key row is the final row highlighted in blue. 
 
The first yellow row, the Participation Index, tracks the percent of enrollment tested for each of 
the seven years noted on the report.  As also shown in the chart on page 2, in 2015, this school 
produced just 2.08 papers for every student in its average enrollment.  If there were an average 
of 100 students in each grade 10-12, that would mean that 208 AP papers were submitted for 
this school in 2015. The Nassau County Region (shown in the neighboring cell)  had a much 
larger index of 2.52.  Note that this school had significant growth in participation rising to an 
index of 2.61 papers for every student in an average grade in 2021.  Percentagewise, the region 
did not increase as much. 
 
The second yellow row shows that this school also increased the quality of its scores from a low 
of 60.4 in 2015 to do better than the Region in both 2020 and 2021. (See final four columns in 
the second yellow row. Note as well, the fall-off in quality in 2021, for both the district and the 
Region, likely due to the effects of the pandemic. 
 
The bottom line, highlighted in blue, displays the same data as in in the Combined Participa-
tion/Score Index chart shown on the first chart on page one. It shows that in 2021 (wide blue 
arrow), this district almost caught up with the region in the percentage of quality scores per stu-
dents in an average grade. 
 
We trust that providing the most current data in both table and chart format will help districts in 
their ongoing effort to improve instruction in all schools. 
 
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, Stephanie Witt at 608-6623, or Tammy Mazza at 608-
6633, to schedule a training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 


