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The Multi-year Gap Report 
 Advantages of the Longer View 

 

by Fred Cohen 
 
The first Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) Gap Reports were created 
17 years ago with one purpose in mind. The goal was to use county-wide 
assessment results to better understand individual school results.  Before 
Gap Reports were available, some viewed poor performance on a ques-
tion as an indication that learning (and perhaps instruction) was insuffi-
cient on that topic.   
 
But by viewing county-wide results, instructional leaders and teachers  
realized that some questions were designed to be easy and some more 
difficult. And occasionally, some questions were just confusing, poorly 
framed, or ambiguous.  The county-wide benchmark was the anchor 
that informed individual school and teacher results. 
 
Gap Reports are initially sorted by Standards or specific skills so teachers 
can see what topics (not just what specific questions) represented instruc-
tional strengths or weaknesses.  Unfortunately, some teachers saw that 
their students had both their greatest successes and shortcomings on the 
very same Standard or skill.  We discovered that some Standards were 
so broad that we had to view the specific question to find the actual 
skill deficiency.  This still remains the case when analyzing Gap Reports 
grouped by Standards and when just a single year’s data is presented. 
 
But a few years ago, some district administrators suggested that we view 
Standards over multiple years to see what additional insights might be 
gleaned. The advantages were that instructional strengths and shortcom-
ings might be better identified by viewing long-term patterns. In addition, 
we might also see the frequency of questions about specific standards, 
thereby directing instruction to topics that were at the core of the curricu-
lum.  This should not be seen as “gaming” the test; instead, it encourages 
emphasizing topics that were essential for future instruction. 
 
These Multi-year Gap Reports (and their utility) are illustrated on the fol-
lowing pages.  Because they are quite long, only a segment of the full 
report is shown.  In the first illustration, only the Category for each 
Standard is noted rather than the full Standard description. For the latter 
illustration, the full Standard description is added to enable a better analy-
sis of the instructional issues. 
 
This Illustration is from a Multi-year Gap Report for Grade 6 Math. On 
the prompt page, we chose to analyze Math 6 data over four years from 
the 2016 assessment through 2019 for one school building. 
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Building Level Math 6 Multi-year Gap Report 2016-2019 

As can be seen from all the 
green numbers in the 
“School Gap” column, this 
school is consistently 
above average for each 
question and therefore for 
each Standard Category.  
 

The gray line at the bottom 
of each Standard Category 
lists the average Gap for 
this school. For all Catego-
ries shown, the district has 
a positive Gap of under 
10%. Note than in the final 
Category, Math Content 
6EE.A.2a, the District 
scored below the County 
benchmark on two ques-
tions, but the School was 
still well above the County 
benchmark.  
 

Now compare another sec-
tion of this multi-year Gap 
report (including the full 
Standard description). 

 
On this Standard, the school averaged an overall positive Gap of over 10%, and on three 
questions was over 15% above the County benchmark.  

Focusing on 2019 alone, the school had exceptional performance.  Unfortunately, Question 11 
was not a Released question disallowing further analysis.  One should also not assume that 
because the one question that was below the County (-2.1%) occurred in 2016, it could be ig-
nored.  Before dismissing this question, it should be reviewed to see if it covered the same in-
structional area as later year questions where students have already shown superior perfor-
mance. If it did cover the same instructional area, it might be safe to celebrate the success of 
the instructional program in this Standard and thereby continue current instructional practices.  
It also frees teachers to focus on other Standards where the district has not demonstrated the 
same degree of success.   

Standard Description 
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As seen below, the negative scores in this standard are in contrast to the overall performance on 
the Math 6 assessment. The performance on every other standard (even those not shown) was 
positive. What was different about this standard?  Note that in 2016 and 2017, the school and 
district underperformed, while in 2018, on the one question given, the school performed well.  
But in 2019, once again, the school underperformed on the one question offered.  What might 
be different on the 2018 question when the school had a positive gap?  
 
 

A review of the five released questions below is revealing.  (Question 1 in 2016 and Question 
33 in 2017 were not released.) On the four questions where the school underperformed the 
County, students were required to view a table or a sentence and translate the data given into an 
equation or expression. On the one question where students outperformed the County (see next 
page), students only had to add up the given variables for a geometric figure (find the perime-
ter), a much easier task. 
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Lone Released Question Where the School 
Outperformed the region on this Standard 
 
 
 
To see how much easier this task was, one only 
has to look at the County or Regional results 
bracketed in red on page 3. On the more chal-
lenging questions, where the Regional percent 
correct was 65% or under, the school under-
performed.  The school only outperformed the 
Region when the County performed at over 80%, 
in other words, the easiest questions on this 
Standard. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The lesson seems clear.  When this Standard is taught, more in depth teaching is needed on 
more abstract problems. Students, over a four year period, outperformed the Nassau County Re-
gion on all other Standards.  On Math Content Standard 6.EE.B.6, however, when the questions 
were more challenging, students underperformed the Region.  This insight could not have been 
made when viewing a Gap Report for a single year when there are fewer questions on each 
Standard. It is interesting that for other Standards on the Math 6 assessment, the school 
did outperform the Region on the more difficult questions.  The difficulty only arose when 
students had to “Use Variables to represent numbers and write expressions when solving a real 
world or mathematical problem.”  This insight can now lead to improved and targeted instruc-
tion on an important skill in the math curriculum. 
 
 
 

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, Tammy Mazza at 608-6633 , or Richard Nathan at 516 971-7532 (cell) to schedule a 
training session or to discuss any Instructional Data Warehouse questions. 


