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New York State assessments are, by design, composed of items of varying difficulty. That is done to identify student performance 
levels. A process called bookmarking is used when developing the assessments. NYSED has a well-defined and rather involved 
procedure to do that, but it boils down to this: 

1. Questions are arranged in order of difficulty using the p-values measured in field testing.  

2. Teacher evaluation committees determine the levels 2, 3, and 4 cut points by identifying the most difficult question that two-
thirds of the students at each proficiency level would be expected to answer correctly.  

3. Cut scores are calculated by adding up all the points from the easiest question (the one with the highest p-value) to the 
question identified to be at each of the cut points (from step 2). 

That is all done before the fact, i.e., prior to the assessment administration. NYSED does not indicate the question levels in any of its 
documentation, but we can look at aggregated student score results to reverse-engineer the level-setting.  

Most RICs have a Regional Benchmark Cutpoint Report that will allow one to go through this process. WNYRIC’s looks like this: 

We’re mainly concerned with three columns in this thing; the item number, the low 3 cut values, and the low 4 cut values. (If you have 
an urge to figure out the difference between Level 1 and Level 2 question, you could use the low 2 cut values as well, but I’m not 
certain that really provides much particularly useful information.) 

In the low 4 column, highlight all of the values that are LOWER than .67. Those will be your Level 4 questions — questions intended 
to be challenging for those top students. Do the same thing with the low 3 column — don’t change the questions already marked as 
Level 4 questions. This second set of questions, the Level 3 questions, will be challenging for students at Level 3. Everything that’s 
not highlighted is either a Level 2 or a Level 1 question. Proficient students should be able to answer most of the Level 1 and Level 2 
questions without too much difficulty. I’ve included a sample on the back of this sheet. 

 (slightly) Technical description of the process 

The basis for this slight-of-hand is the premise that a student at the cut-point will have a better than two out of three chance of 
correctly answering all of those questions to and including the question at the cut-point. This report shows the aggregated results of all 
of the students that scored exactly at the cut-points. While it’s not exactly the same thing, we’re looking at the population of students 
scoring at the cut-point and identifying the questions that two-thirds of them answered correctly. 

To create your own (potentially far more attractive) version of this report, you could use as a dataset the following columns from your 
RIC’s Regional Benchmark Cutpoint Report: Item number, Regional p-value, Low 2, Low 3, and Low 4 (and another for Low 5 if 
you’re looking at a common core regents exam). 

1. Combine CR and MC into the same chart, sorted by item number (just for tidiness…it really makes no difference)  

2. Identify all items in the Low 4 column with values <.67; color them blue. Those are the Level 4 items.  

3. Identify all items in the Low 3 column with values <.67, excluding those already identified as Level 4 items in step 2; color 
those green. Those are the Level 3 items.  

4. Identify all items in the Low 2 column with values <.67, excluding those previously identified as Level 3 or Level 4 items. 
Color those a different color. That takes care of the Level 2 items.  

5. Everything else is a Level 1 item. 
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