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Aligning Standards, Assessments, and High 
Expectations
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• 2023 and 2024: Board approved more rigorous standards in 
mathematics and English, raising expectations of what 
students are required to know and do. 

• 2024 – 2025: Fully aligned mathematics and reading 
Standards of Learning (SOL) test items to the revised, more 
rigorous standards. Increased emphasis on higher order 
thinking and the integration of multiple skills.

• Summer 2025: Completed the standard setting process and 
shared recommended cut scores to increase proficiency 
expectations.  



Rigorous Standards, Old Cut Scores
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Current cut scores reflect 
proficiency expectations for 

2016 mathematics and
2017 English standards.



Outdated Cut Scores, Misaligned Expectations
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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 current cut score reflects proficiency expectations for 
mastery of outdated standards: 2016 mathematics and 2017 
English standards.

• Cut scores must be revised to reflect the higher proficiency 
expectations for mastery of the more rigorous 2023 mathematics 
and 2024 English standards.



Raising Expectations with Proficiency Cut Scores is 
Good for Virginia Students
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• 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, or in military pathways after high school. 

• 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.

• 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 all student groups.



Raising Expectations with Proficiency Cut Scores is 
Good for Virginia

6

• Aligned to national benchmarks: Signals Virginia 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.

• 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.



Standard Setting: A Valid & Reliable Process to 
Establish Cut Scores
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Step Summary Month and Year
Step I: Select Standard 
Setting Committee 
Members

There were 230 subject matter experts with deep content 
knowledge and experience with Virginia’s students. 73% were 
expert Virginia public school teachers and instructional leaders.

April – May 2025
(Presented at May 
Board Meeting)

Step II: Train Standard 
Setting Committee 
Members

Committee members completed a series of training to increase 
the likelihood of producing valid and reliable recommendations.

June 2025

Step III: Apply Item-
Descriptor (ID) Matching 
Methodology

Committee members used the ID Matching Method, where test 
items were “matched” to performance level descriptors. As 
item difficulty increases, matches move from basic to proficient 
to advanced. The transition point becomes the “cut score.”

June 2025
(Update presented 
at June Board 
Meeting)

Step IV: Form Consensus 
on Cut Score

Committee members recommended cut scores. June 2025

Step V: Recommend Cut 
Scores

Shared recommended cut scores with Board. August 2025 
(Presented at the 
August Board 
Meeting)

https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/60526/638784316070970000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/60526/638784316070970000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/62243/638858379840230000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/62243/638858379840230000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/62243/638858379840230000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/65241/638918968383770000
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/65241/638918968383770000


Virginia’s Standard Setting Process 
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✓ Applied a research-based method.
✓ Included well-qualified participants that followed procedures with 

fidelity.
✓ Promoted coherence throughout the process (vertical articulation).
✓ Documented methods and rationale.
✓ Leveraged an independent 3rd party observer of the process. 

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.” 



Recommended Proficient Cut Scores were Adjusted to Strengthen 
Alignment with National Benchmarks and Ensure High Expectations for 
All Students
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Recommended Cut Scores Raise Proficiency 
Expectations for All Students
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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
EOC Reading N/A N/A 479 543

Math Performance Cut Levels
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
Algebra I N/A N/A 453 518
Algebra II N/A N/A 443 505
Geometry N/A N/A 452 510



Increasing Expectations can Lead to Initial Drops in 
Student Performance as Seen in Other States
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  Revised Cut Scores Strengthen Identification of 
  Students in Need of Support
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  Revised Cut Scores Strengthen Identification of
  Students in Need of Support
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   Policy Levers to Maximize Student Success
   While Raising Expectations for Every Student
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• 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.

• Revise score reports for parents to include score earned, 
performance level, content mastery, growth areas, and strategies 
and resources to advance learning.

• Provide targeted professional learning, resources, and guidance 
to support educators and families in helping students meet 
new proficiency expectations.



Prioritizing Support for Graduating High School Students
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• Graduation eligibility for seniors: In 2024-2025, over 3,000 seniors took a 
mathematics End of Course (EOC) assessment and over 6,000 students took the 
reading EOC. The pass rates were 80% and 85%, respectively. 

• Students in the graduating class of 2026 who take an EOC mathematics or EOC 
Reading SOL test will be measured using the current proficiency cut 
scores (proficiency cut score 400).

• In addition, 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 and provide information to the Board at 
future meetings.



Multiyear Phased Implementation of Cut Scores
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• Provides time, resources, and guidance to support 
educators and families in helping all students meet higher 
expectations during the implementation period.

• Recognizes student progress towards proficiency with an 
additional “approaching” performance level.

• Holds school division accountable while setting 
attainable and ambitious targets.

• Increases the approaching cut score gradually until 
higher proficiency is achieved.



Option 1: 4-Year Model Incrementally Increases the "Approaching"
Cut Score Guiding Students to Full Proficiency
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Basic

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 Phased Out 446 510

Example Grade 5 Reading SOL Test Cut Scores

*Approaching demonstrates progress towards proficiency. The approaching performance level 
is phased out at the end of the multiyear transition period.



A 4-Year Model with 5 Performance Levels Provides a Precise Picture 
of Student Achievement and Deeper Insights to Target Supports 

18

School Year Below Basic Basic Approaching Proficient Advanced

2025 - 2026 401 402 414 446 510

Basic

Example Grade 5 Reading SOL Test Cut Scores

2025-2026 Projected Percentage Distribution of Students at Each Performance Level

39% of Students 
Demonstrate 
Proficiency



Option 2: 5-Year Model Extends the Timeframe for Students 
to Reach the Higher Proficient Performance Level
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Basic

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 Phased Out 446 510

Example Grade 5 Reading SOL Test Cut Scores

*Approaching demonstrates progress towards proficiency. The approaching performance level 
is phased out at the end of the multiyear transition period.



There is a Slight Increase in the Projected Percentage of Students 
at the Approaching Level When Compared to the 4-Year Model
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School Year Below Basic Basic Approaching Proficient Advanced

2025 - 2026 401 402 411 446 510

Basic

Example Grade 5 Reading SOL Test Cut Scores

2025-2026 Projected Percentage Distribution of Students at Each Performance Level

39% of Students 
Demonstrate 
Proficiency



Applying What Works to Improve Student Outcomes 
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• Targeted professional learning to support educators in 
understanding new cut scores and what it will take for 
students to reach proficiency.

• 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.

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



Immediate Next Steps
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• Meet with division leaders to discuss impacts and 
supports for teachers, principals, assistant principals, and 
other educators.

• Collaborate with division leaders to develop 
communication resources that support alignment of 
messaging and preparing families and students for higher 
expectations.

• Meet with additional stakeholders to discuss impact data 
and support to inform final policy implementation plan.

• October 24, 2025: Board votes on final policy 
implementation plan.
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