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Purpose of Presentation
Action required by state or federal law or regulation.

Executive Summary

Priority 1 of the Virginia Board of Education’s Comprehensive Plan is “To set and help every
learner meet high expectations.” In alignment with this priority, the Board approved revised
Standards of Learning (SOL) in mathematics (2023) and English (2024) that raised expectations
for what students must know and be able to do, with an increased emphasis on higher order
thinking and the integration of multiple skills. Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs) for SOL
tests were strengthened to convey the knowledge and skills requires to demonstrate proficiency
and are useful for teachers. To measure whether students meet these higher expectations, SOL
assessments and test questions in both mathematics and English were fully revised to align to the
more rigorous academic standards.

The next step in the process of raising expectations for students is to revise cut scores, which
define the minimum score a student must earn to reach a performance level on SOL assessments.
Current cut scores reflect proficiency levels for mastery of 2016 mathematics and 2017 English
standards. Cut scores tied to the old test are insufficient to reflect the higher expectations for
student proficiency from the more rigorous academic standards.



Raising expectations with proficiency cut scores is good for Virginia students:

e Sets a high bar for success: Raising cut scores ensures that “proficient” reflects the
skills and knowledge students need to be ready for success in college, career ready, or in
military pathways after high school.

e Gives families and educators clearer insight: Raising expectations provides a more
accurate picture of where students are, helping parents and teachers better target support
and celebrate progress.

e Prepares students for future opportunities: Higher expectations equip students with
the skills and knowledge needed to thrive after graduation, including the critical thinking
and problem-solving skills to compete and succeed in the real world.

¢ Drives excellence in public schools: When expectations rise, schools excel by
improving instruction, implementing effective practices, and leveraging supports, which
leads to stronger outcomes for a// student groups.

By raising cut scores, it also helps Virginia improve national standing as our state signals it is
serious about excellence, increases the likelihood of improved performance on assessments such
as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and makes our schools and
students more competitive nationwide. Furthermore, it strengthens state competitiveness.
Higher expectations lead to a stronger workforce pipeline, attracting businesses and ensuring our
state can compete economically with other states and countries.

In August 2025, the Board received recommended cut scores that reflect current proficiency
expectations for Virginia’s students. The recommended cut scores were informed by 230 subject
matter experts including 167 Virginia teachers and 63 community members representing the
military, higher education, business leaders, and parents from all 8 Superintendent Regions in the
standard setting committees; comparison to peer states with rigorous proficiency levels; and
national benchmarks for proficiency.

Table 1 presents the Superintendent’s recommended performance level cut scores for reading
and mathematics SOL assessments. The majority of committee recommendations are maintained,
with minor adjustments within the standard error to ensure expectations are raised for all students
across all grades and subjects, including advanced and our highest performing students.
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Table 1: Superintendent’s Recommended Performance Level Cut Scores

Reading Performance Cut Levels

Below Basic Basic Proficient Advanced

Grade 3 408 409 444 502
Grade 4 414 415 451 514
Grade 5 401 402 446 510
Grade 6 389 390 449 515
Grade 7 375 376 449 511
Grade 8 385 386 449 516
End-of- 479 543
Course

Reading

Grade 3 375 376 443 521
Grade 4 383 384 445 518
Grade 5 378 379 445 511
Grade 6 379 380 433 507
Grade 7 387 388 430 508
Grade 8 387 388 430 503
Algebral | 453 518
Algebralll 443 505
Geometry 452 510

Virginia has looked to other states’ implementation efforts after adopting higher expectations for

students and have drawn from these best practices. On Wednesday, September 23, 2025, the

Board will discuss critical policy implementation levers to maximize student success while

raising expectations for every student:

e Implement a multiyear phased approach of no less than 4 years.

¢ Add a temporary new indicator “Approaching” to recognize student progress towards

proficiency during the multiyear implementation.

e Prioritize support for students in the graduating class of 2026 taking an EOC mathematics
or reading SOL by maintaining the current proficiency cut score of 400 for these

students.

e Revise score reports for parents to include score earned, performance level, content

mastery, growth areas, and strategies and resources to advance learning.

e Provide targeted professional learning, resources, and guidance to support educators and

families in helping students meet new proficiency expectations.

The recommended cut scores strengthen identification of students in need of support. It is
essential to pair higher cut score revisions with meaningful support that equips educators and



families with the time, resources, and guidance necessary to prepare students to meet higher
proficiency expectations.

A phased-in implementation of no fewer than four years offers a strategic and manageable
approach to revise cut scores while ensuring that proficiency expectations remain rigorous,
ambitious, and attainable. Table 2 illustrates a sample 4-Year phased-in cut score model for the
grade 5 reading SOL assessment. This model introduces a fifth category of “approaching” to
recognize student growth toward proficiency, with the category phased out by Year 4. In this
model, for the 2025-2026 school year, it is projected as captured in Table 3 that approximately
39% of students will pass (proficient and advanced) and 21% of students will be in the
“approaching” category meaning they are close but not yet proficient.

Table 2: Phase-In Model Over 4 Years, Grade 5 Reading SOL Assessment Example

School Year | Below Basic Basic Approaching ‘ Proficient Advanced
2025-2026 401 402 414 446 510
2026 - 2027 401 402 424 446 510
2027 - 2028 401 402 434 446 510
2028 - 2029 401 402 446 510

Table 3: 2025-2026 Projected Percentage Distribution of Students at Each Performance
Level in the 4 Year Model

31 8

B Below Basic M Basic Approaching Proficient Advanced

Table 4 illustrates a sample 5-Year phased-in cut score model for the grade 5 reading SOL
assessment. This model also introduces a fifth category of “approaching” to recognize student
growth toward proficiency, with the category phased out by Year 5. In this model, for the 2025-
2026 school year it is projected as captured in Table 5 that approximately 39% of students will
pass (proficient and advanced) and 22% of students will be in the “approaching” category
meaning they are close but not yet proficient. This represents a 1 percentage point difference
from the 4-Year model.

Table 4: Phase-In Model Over 5 Years, Grade 5 Reading SOL Assessment Example



School Year | Below Basic Basic Approaching‘ Proficient Advanced

2025 - 2026 401 402 411 446 510
2026 - 2027 401 402 420 446 510
2027 - 2028 401 402 429 446 510
2028 - 2029 401 402 438 446 510
2029 - 2030 401 402 446 510

Table 5: 2025-2026 Projected Percentage Distribution of Students at Each Performance
Level in the 5 Year Model

31 8

M Below Basic M Basic Approaching Proficient Advanced

Throughout October, VDOE staff will engage with stakeholder groups to further explore and
refine a multiyear phased-in model for the final implementation plan.

Action Requested
Final review. Action for the Board to approve the Superintendent’s recommendations on
proficiency levels is requested at this meeting.

It is important to note that additional policy implementation discussions will occur at the October
23,2025, Work Session with the Board voting on the final implementation plan, which will
include but is not limited to the multiyear phased-in timeline and final high school
accommodations, at the October 24, 2025, Business Meeting.

Superintendent’s Recommendation

The Superintendent of Public Instruction recommends that the Virginia Board of Education
approve the Superintendent’s recommended cut scores for the reading and mathematics SOL
tests. The final policy implementation plan, including a multiyear phase-in approach of no less
than four years and accommodations for current high school students, notably the Class of 2026,
will be presented for final action at the October 24 business meeting following the agency
roadshow with impact data with school superintendents and additional input opportunities for
Virginia stakeholders.



Previous Review or Action

Date: February 26, 2025
Action: Standard Setting - Definition of Proficiency in Scoring Assessments

Date: March 26, 2025
Action: Standard Setting TAC and VDOE Update

Date: May 21. 2025
Action: Standard Setting Committee Update

Date: June 18, 2025
Action: Written Report on Proficiency Standard Setting Process Progress

Date: August 27, 2025
Action: Defining Proficiency: State Assessment Cut Score Recommendations

Date: August 28, 2025
Action: First Review of Proposed 2025-2026 Proficiency Cut Scores

Background Information and Statutory Authority

House Bill 585 (HB 585) charged the Secretary of Education and the Virginia Superintendent of
Public Instruction to “convene and consult a work group consisting of representatives of the
Virginia Department of Education and other appropriate stakeholders to revise the Virginia
Standards of Learning summative assessments of proficiency that require students to
demonstrate that they possess the skills, knowledge, and content necessary for success and to
develop a plan for implementation of such revised assessments.”

In March of 2023, the Secretary of Education and the Virginia Department of Education
convened the work group comprised of teachers, Board of Education members, leaders, parents,
and state level experts to review the current assessment system, analyze national reports on
leading innovative state assessments, participate in discussions with national and state
assessment leaders in innovative assessment design, and compare Virginia’s rigor of standards
and annual assessment framework to high performing states. The work group convened over the
course of five months with the outcome resulting in a final report with recommendations to
improve standards, assessment, and reporting.

Historically, Virginia used a modified Angoff Method for standard setting. Panelists would
estimate the probability that a proficient student would answer items correctly or determine if a
proficient student was likely to respond correctly (yes/no). This is widely used and well-
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researched, but it can be difficult for participants in the standard setting process to make
judgments about item difficulty and individual items can have an outsized influence.

In February 2025, the Board was briefed on the three common standard setting methods and best
practices. This year, the Board of Education chose another common standard setting method,
Item-Descriptor (ID) Matching (ID Matching). This method “matches” actual test items to a
performance level (below basic, basic, proficient, and advanced) based on the extent to which the
knowledge and skills required to respond correctly are in the corresponding performance level.
ID Matching is also widely used and researched, and panelist ‘matching’ tasks are very clear and
connected to academic content. This transition was fully supported by Virginia’s Technical
Advisory Committee (TAC) as this is a well-researched practice for establishing cut scores. The
rationale includes the following:

1. It meets all the quality characteristics previously reviewed,

2. This method more prominently centers the content represented on the assessment and
Virginia’s performance expectations;

3. The panelists’ task is very clear and straightforward to implement; and

4. 1D Matching is growing rapidly in use among state assessment programs, as is the
supporting research base.

This method also positioned the VDOE to meet required professional standards including federal
peer review. A member of the 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.”

Stakeholder Engagement

On April 17, 2025, VDOE included newsletter articles regarding the opportunity to apply for
standard setting committees for reading and mathematics standards of learning, with one
message for educators and one for community members. Agency staff shared about the
application and opportunity to serve on standard setting committees by notifying educators,
including the full Teacher of the Year and instructional leader agency listservs, and educator
associations such as the Virginia Association of School Superintendents, Virginia Association of
Secondary School Principals, Virginia Association of Elementary School Principals, and

Virginia Education Association with requests to share out with members; business and industry
associations as well as participating work group members such CTE trade associations and
advisors; all 2- and 4-year public higher education institutions as well as State Council of Higher
Education Virginia and Virginia Community College System leadership; parent organizations;
school board associations; and Virginia Secretariats, such as Education, Veterans’ Affairs,
Labor, and Commerce & Trade to relay to their constituents and agencies. Another set of articles
about the opportunity to apply and serve on standard setting committees was shared with the
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field in the April 25, 2025 newsletter, again with one notice to educators and one for community
members.

In June 2025, there were 230 Virginia subject matter experts, including teachers, higher
education representatives, parents, and business leaders from all 8 Superintendent Regions
participated in the standard setting process to determine cut scores for mathematics and reading
SOL assessments. Educators and community members completed online applications. There
were three key qualifications for Standard Setting Committee Members: 1) Knowledge of subject
matter; 2) Familiarity with student populations such as English Learners, students with
disabilities, or economically disadvantaged students; and 3) Understanding of consequences of
cut scores. Higher priority was given to public school educators with more teaching experience
and represented roughly 73% of the total committee membership. In Math, committee members
with experience with students with disabilities was 66%, English Learners was 72%, and
economically disadvantaged students was 85%. In Reading, committee members with experience
with students with disabilities was 87%, English Learners was 79%, and economically
disadvantaged students was 92%.

Table 6: Committee members’ level of agreement with statements of various parts of the
standard setting process.

Mathematics Reading

Strongly Strongly | Strongly Strongly
Component Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Disagree | Disagree Agree Agree
The judgment steps in Rounds
1-3 were easy to understand 2% 2% 46% 51% 0% 0% 42% 58%
and follow.
The feedback data provided
after each round helped me to
feel more confidentin
recommending the cut scores.
The group discussion after
each round was helpful for
understanding the feedback
data and other panelists’
perspectives for their cut score
decisions.

1% 2% 45% 52% 0% 1% 35% 63%

1% 2% 30% 67% 0% 0% 20% 80%
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Table 7. Percentage distribution of committee members indicating confidence in the Round
3 cut scores.

Mathematics Reading
Performance Not Somewhat Very Not Somewhat Very
Level Confident | Confident [Confident |Confident |Confident |Confident [Confident |Confident
Fail/Basic 3% 13% 53% 31% 0% 16% 38% 46%
Pass/Proficient 6% 19% 42% 32% 2% 19% 37% 42%
Pass/Advanced 1% 10% 49% 40% 3% 5% 38% 54%

Note: For committee members who indicated that they were not confident in the cut scores, they indicated that they were too low in Grade 4
math and EOC and too high in Grade 8 math. Those cuts will be examined before final presentation to the Board in July. Looking at the
comments associated with “somewhat confident,” those members wanted assurances that the changes they requested to the PLDs would be
made. Recommendations were made to make adjustments to the PLDs to better align with the items they saw. Those are underway.

From August to September 2025, VDOE staff attended regional superintendent meetings and
Virginia Association of School Superintendents’ executive team meeting to discuss the proposed
cut scores, listen to their concerns about the potential impact on their divisions and families, and
begin to discuss potential solutions. As is outlined below, additional stakeholder input sessions
will occur ahead of the Board’s final discussions and adoption of the policy implementation plan.

Implementation and Communication

Upon approval by the Board, Department staff will initiate additional communication regarding
the new performance level cut scores effective for the 2025-2026 school year. Agency staff will
begin a regional roadshow of impact data for each division and support for teachers, principals,
assistant principals, and other educators through the month of October. Staff will continue to
collaborate with division leaders to develop communication resources that support alignment of
messaging and preparing families and students for next steps. The VDOE team will also meet
with additional stakeholders to discuss impact data and supports to help inform the Board’s final
policy implementation plan at the October 24, 2025, business meeting.

Upon the Board’s final policy implementation decisions at the October 24, 2025 business
meeting, staff will share a toolkit of resources for parents, governing board members, teachers,
principals, instructional coaches, and other key stakeholders to understand the higher
expectations of students, how the multiyear phased implementation (no less than four years) will
work in practice, and what to expect for support available to them as well as opportunities to help
students successfully achieve at the annual benchmarks and overall higher expectation levels.
Agency staff will apply what works to improve student outcomes, including the following:

e Targeted professional learning to support educators in understanding new cut scores
and what it will take for students to reach proficiency.

e Regional Literacy and Math Networks to build capacity on implementing effective
instructional practices focused on specific content and skills identified through analysis
of state assessment data.



e Coaching support for educators and leaders focused on instructional leadership and
implementing systems and structures and data cycles that improve student outcomes.

Specific communication resources will be prepared for parents of students in the Class of 2026
who have not yet earned their verified credit(s) in either the reading end-of-course exam or one
of the mathematics end-of-course exams such as geometry and how their student will receive
additional support this school year and be benchmarked against the current proficiency cut scores
set in 2019 and 2020, respectively. Credit accommodations, locally awarded verified credits, and
Board-approved substitute tests are already in place to provide pathways for students to have
alternative methods to earn verified credits. The Department will continue to engage
stakeholders, discuss other prospective classes, and elicit feedback on this topic to inform the
Board’s discussion and final implementation plan in October. Additional high school student
graduating classes may be incorporated into the final implementation plan and modifications to
collateral will be made accordingly.

Sample amended parent reports for spring 2026 will be presented to the Board in Fall 2025 to
reflect higher expectations, to help parents better see the skills their child needs support and
improvement on, resources to help their child make improvement, and more.

Comprehensive support and targeted resources will continue to be provided to schools and
school divisions to help prepare students across all proficiency levels to meet higher
expectations.

Impact on Fiscal and Human Resources

Costs associated with the implementation of new proficiency cut scores for grades 3-8 and End-
of-course SOL reading and mathematics tests will be covered by existing funds.
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