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What are Cut Scores?
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• Cut scores define the minimum score a student must achieve to reach a 
performance level on a test. 

• Currently, student performance is measured on a 0–600 scale, with proficiency 
set at 400.

• The table below shows the current cut scores and performance levels for the 
reading Standard of Learning (SOL) tests.

Test Performance Levels

Reading SOL Pass/Advanced Pass/Proficient Fail/Basic

Grade 3 500 400 334

Grade 4 500 400 338

Grade 5 500 400 325

Grade 6 500 400 317

Grade 7 500 400 330

Grade 8 500 400 323

EOC 500 400 N/A



Cut Scores were Lowered in 2020
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Lowering cut scores can reduce academic expectations and 
inflate passing rates.

Performance Level Cuts 
March 2013

Performance Level Cuts 
November 2020

Test Name Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced
Gr 3 Reading 350 420 498 334 400 500
Gr 4 Reading 335 419 506 338 400 500
Gr 5 Reading 328 408 483 325 400 500
Gr 6 Reading 334 411 503 317 400 500
Gr 7 Reading 331 409 501 330 400 500
Gr 8 Reading 336 416 513 323 400 500

Note: The performance level cuts from 2013 for 
Proficient and Advanced were reported as 400 
and 500, respectively. The values presented here 
have been calculated to represent the 2013 
performance expectations on the reporting scale 
used from 2020 through spring 2025. This is 
necessary to make comparisons across 
different board adoptions.



Lowered Cut Scores Contributed to the Honesty Gap: 2024 SOL 
Test Proficient Cut Scores Are Significantly Below NAEP Proficient Scores
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The Honesty Gap:
Our Kids Were Not Keeping Up With the Nation
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2024 SOL Test 
Proficiency Rates

2024 NAEP Proficiency 
Rates for VA Honesty Gap

Reading

Grade 4 73% 31% 42%

Grade 8 72% 29% 43%

Mathematics

Grade 4 71% 40% 31%

Grade 8 63% 29% 34%
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Language Usage (LU)

Grade Three 2017 SOL Grade Three 2024 SOL

3.9 The student will edit writing for 
capitalization, punctuation, spelling, and 
Standard English.

a) Use complete sentences.

b) Use the word I in compound subjects.

c) Use past and present verb tense.

d) Use adjectives correctly.

e) Use singular possessives.

f) Use commas in a simple series.

g) Use simple abbreviations.

h) Use apostrophes in contractions with pronouns 
and in possessives.

i) Use the articles a, an, and the correctly.

j) Use correct spelling including irregular plurals.

k) Indicate paragraphing by indenting or skipping 
a line.

3.LU The student will use the conventions of Standard 
English when speaking and writing, differentiating 
between contexts that call for formal English and 
situations where informal discourse is more appropriate.
3.LU.1 Grammar
A. Produce, expand, and rearrange simple and compound sentences 

when speaking and writing.
B. Distinguish between complete and incomplete sentences.
C. Form and use comparative and superlative adjectives when 

speaking and writing.
D. Form and use regular and irregular verbs when speaking and writing.
E. Use subject-verb agreement in simple sentences.
F. Eliminate double negatives when speaking and writing.

3.LU.2 Mechanics
A. Use commas in series, dates, addresses, and in greetings and 

closings of letters.
B. Use apostrophes to form contractions and frequently occurring 

possessions in writing. 
C. Capitalize holidays, names, and places.
D. Use learned spelling patterns when writing words, including high 

frequency words and grade level word analysis knowledge.
E. Consult reference materials, including beginning dictionaries to 

check and correct spelling.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Revised standards 
are designed to move 
students toward 
mastery 
expectations for the 
grade level and 
content area.

• Increased emphasis 
on higher order 
thinking and the 
integration of 
multiple skills.

Action Taken to Close Honesty Gap
Strengthened Content Standards



Action Taken to Close Honesty Gap
Strengthened Performance Level Descriptors
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Performance Level Descriptors (PLD) for SOL tests convey the knowledge and 
skills required to demonstrate proficiency and are useful for teachers.

Grade 4 Reading (2020) Grade 4 Reading (2025)

To reach pass/proficient, students must:
• Identify literary elements.
• Retell plot events in a logical sequence.
• Identify genres.
• Identify cause-and-effect 

relationships.
• Draw conclusions and make 

inferences based on textual evidence.

To reach pass/proficient, students must:
• Describe, summarize, and/or analyze 

explicit or implicit ideas and details in 
texts, including the development of or 
relationships between:
o plot events, details, and structure;
o theme; 
o conflict and resolution; and
o characters.



Action Taken to Close Honesty Gap
Increased the Rigor of Test Questions
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Previously: Students only needed to demonstrate one skill set to demonstrate 
proficiency on the grade 3 SOL test.

Now: Students must answer both questions, showing the ability to apply 
multiple skill sets correctly to demonstrate proficiency on the Grade 3 
Mathematics SOL test.



Next Steps to Close the Honesty Gap:
Revise Cut Scores

• The cut scores identify the location on the score scale 
that best matches the PLDs for each performance level. 

• Bringing in a committee of educators and community 
members to evaluate the items as compared to the PLDs 
allows us to best determine the cut score that conveys 
student proficiency.
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SOL Grade 3-8 Reading and Math Tests are 
Computer Adaptive
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Questions get harder if you’re right, easier 
if you’re wrong, quickly zeroing in on the 

student’s true skill level

• SOL tests adapt to the student’s 
learning level, which improves student 
engagement and eases frustration.

• Difficulty level of the test shifts in real 
time based on how the student answers.

• This approach is more accurate, 
rigorous, and engaging. It measures 
what a student really knows and can 
do, without making them feel 
overwhelmed or under-challenged. 



Standard Setting Actions Since the 
Last Board Meeting Presentation
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• June 9-11, 2025: Math 
Standards Setting Workshop

• June 11-13, 2025: Reading Standards 
Setting Workshop

• June 16-30, 2025: Reviewed outcomes 
of standards with VDOE

• June 17, 2025: Board received a 
written report on SOL Standard Setting

Report Shared with Board

https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/62243/638858379840230000


Standard Setting Process
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• 230 Virginians representing business, higher education, the military, parents, and 
educators with subject matter expertise from all 8 Superintendent Regions 
participated on standard setting committee (refer to May 2025 Standard Setting 
Board Presentation) using the ID Matching Method.

• Committee members review each assessment item in the Ordered Item 
Book, compare it to a PLD, and ask two questions:

1. What does a student need to know and be able to do to answer this item 
correctly?

2. Which PLD does this knowledge/skill best match?
• From those matches, we can determine where on the scale the cut score falls.

- As item difficulty increases, matches will move from basic to proficient to 
advanced.

- The transition point of the matches becomes the cut score.

https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/61639/638833553163770000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/61639/638833553163770000


Reading Committee Recommendations after 
Standards Setting Workshop
• Committee members coalesced around median 

recommendations which were generally consistent across 
rounds.

• The advanced cut score had the most agreement.
• In vertical articulation, where representatives from each 

committee met to look at the results holistically across 
grades, only grade 5 proficient and EOC advanced 
recommended cuts were modified, as they appeared to be 
significantly less rigorous than other grades and needed 
adjustments for consistency.
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Standard Setting Committee Recommendations 
for Performance Level Cuts, Reading SOL Test
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Performance Level Cuts 
March 2013

Performance Level Cuts 
November 2020

Recommended Performance Level 
Cuts from Standard Setting 

August 2025
Test Name Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced
Gr 3 Reading 350 420 498 334 400 500 409 444 502
Gr 4 Reading 335 419 506 338 400 500 415 451 502
Gr 5 Reading 328 408 483 325 400 500 402 446 500
Gr 6 Reading 334 411 503 317 400 500 390 449 502
Gr 7 Reading 331 409 501 330 400 500 376 446 500
Gr 8 Reading 336 416 513 323 400 500 386 444 502
EOC 417 543 400 500 474 534

Note: The performance level cuts from 2013 for 
Proficient and Advanced were reported as 400 and 
500, respectively. The values presented here have 
been calculated to represent the 2013 
performance expectations on the reporting scale 
used from 2020 through spring 2025. This is 
necessary to make comparisons across different 
board adoptions.

Note: The values presented here have been 
calculated to represent the 2025 
performance expectations on the reporting 
scale used from 2020 through spring 2025. 
This is necessary to make comparisons 
across different board adoptions.



Recommended Cut Scores for Reading SOL Tests are 
Statistically Equivalent to NAEP Proficient Cut Scores
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All recommended proficient 
cut scores for reading SOL 
tests are within one standard 
error of the NAEP proficient 
cut, which means:

Recommended cut scores 
would place Virginia’s 
proficiency definition 
statistically equivalent to 
NAEP proficient with 
allowances for minor 
variations between the tests.

VA Proficiency Cut

• NAEP Proficiency Cut

Standard error line
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Math Grade 3–8 Committee Recommendations 
after Standards Setting Workshop
• Median recommendations were fairly consistent across rounds. 
• Members coalesced around a median.
• The advanced cut score had the most agreement.
• In vertical articulation, where representatives from each committee 

met to look at the results holistically across grades, changes were 
made to the lower grades.
- The proficient cut score was adjusted up to be more rigorous in grades 4 

and 5 and lowered slightly in grade 3 to bring those grade bands into 
expectations alignment. 

- Grades 4 and 5 basic cuts were increased.

- Grade 4 advanced cut was increased.
16



Standard Setting Committee Recommendations 
for Performance Level Cuts, Math SOL Test

Performance Level Cuts 
March 2013

Performance Level Cuts
November 2020

Recommended Performance Level 
Cuts from Standard Setting 

August 2025
Test Name Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced Fail/Basic Proficient Advanced
Gr 3 Math 369 421 496 342 400 500 376 443 521
Gr 4 Math 358 410 486 345 400 500 384 441 518
Gr 5 Math 361 409 485 334 400 500 379 445 511
Gr 6 Math 348 398 497 338 400 500 380 433 507
Gr 7 Math 358 417 501 340 400 500 388 430 508
Gr 8 Math 353 408 501 339 400 500 388 430 503
Algebra I 408 508 400 500 445 518
Algebra II 394 473 400 500 443 505
Geometry 408 497 400 500 452 510

Note: The performance level cuts from 2013 for 
Proficient and Advanced were reported as 400 
and 500, respectively. The values presented here 
have been calculated to represent the 2012 
performance expectations on the reporting scale 
used from 2020 through spring 2025. This is 
necessary to make comparisons across different 
board adoptions.

Note: The values presented here have been 
calculated to represent the 2025 performance 
expectations on the reporting scale used from 
2020 through spring 2025. This is necessary to 
make comparisons across different board 
adoptions.



Recommended Cut Scores for Grades 3-8 Math SOL Test are 
Statistically Equivalent to NAEP Proficient Cut Scores
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VA Proficiency Cut
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All recommended proficient 
cut scores for mathematics 
are within one standard 
error of the NAEP proficient 
cut, which means:

Recommended cut scores 
would place Virginia’s 
proficiency definition 
statistically equivalent to 
NAEP proficient with 
allowances for minor 
variations between the tests.



How do We Know if the Standards are ‘Right’? 
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• There is no single ‘right’ answer.  The credibility of the outcome is strongly tied to the process.

• What makes for a trustworthy process?

o A suitable, research-based method is used 

o The process centers judgments on appropriate content-based expectations (i.e., PLDs 
that reflect Virginia’s academic content standards) 

o The participants are well-qualified and follow the procedures with fidelity

o The procedures include efforts to promote coherence (i.e., vertical articulation) 

o The methods and rationale are well documented and reviewed by appropriate technical 
experts and policy leaders 

These criteria were satisfied in Virginia.  
A member of the Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) served as an independent observer and concluded 
in his report, “…. there was strong evidence of procedural validity throughout the standard setting, and in 
my opinion, the VDOE can be confident in the defensibility of the resulting cut scores.” 



Is an Adjustment Appropriate? 
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• Standard setting is where policy and measurement intersect.

• Even with a strong process, it is common practice for state leaders 
to make adjustments. 
oAdjustments may be appropriate to better reflect the Board’s policy 

priorities or support coherence. 

• However, if a policy adjustment is made, professional practice 
suggests that it should be within a small range of uncertainty, or 
standard error. 
oBy so doing, the adjusted recommendation is consistent with the intent of 

the committee members. 



Option 1: No Adjustment – Board Adopts as Presented  
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• Endorse the proposed cuts from standard setting process 
with no adjustments. 

• Advantage: Directly reflects  the recommendations of the 
standard setting committee.

• Limitations: 
oMay not fully honor the Virginia Board of Education’s policy 

priorities to close the Honesty Gap.
oConsistency of expectations (rigor) may not be as strong for 

every grade/ content areas.



Option 2: Minor Adjustments  
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• Make minor adjustments such as: 
oWithin the range of recommendations observed before vertical articulation 
oWithin a standard error 

• Advantages: 
oHonors the judgment of the committee in a manner that is consistent with 

established professional practice   
oCan better reflect the direction of the Board to close the Honesty Gap 
oCan address inconsistencies of expectations across grades 

• Limitations: 
oMinor deviation from panel recommendation
oAdjustments made to ‘smooth’ impact may not be reflected in future 

outcomes



Superintendent Recommendation: Option 2
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• Accept committee recommendations for most SOL tests.
• Make minor adjustments to strengthen alignment with 

NAEP proficient and advanced cuts.
• Ensure expectations are raised for all students, including 

highest performing students.
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Superintendent’s Recommended Cut Scores for Reading SOL 
Test Strengthen Alignment to NAEP Proficient Cut Scores

25

VA Proficiency Cut • NAEP Proficiency Cut Standard error 
line

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 EOC

Superintendent
Recommended Cut Scores 

Standard Setting Committee 
Recommended Cut Scores 

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 EOC



Board Consideration: 
Adopt the Superintendent’s Recommendation
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• Honors input from educators and community members 
who agreed with raising expectations for the students in 
Virginia.

• Strengthens alignment to national expectations.
• Eliminates the honesty gap by ensuring the SOL test cut 

scores are within a standard deviation of NAEP.



Support and Resources will be Provided to Help 
Students Meet New Cut Scores
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• Collaborate with superintendents, principals, teachers, and other 
stakeholders to identify and develop resources and professional 
learning experiences.
- Professional learning to support educators in understanding 

new cut scores and what it will take for students to earn a 
passing score.

- Resources to provide clear communication to families about 
the impact cut scores and available support.

• Provide grant funds to strengthen instruction and expand support to 
students (tutoring, extended day, etc.).
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