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Explanation of Cut Scores 
What is a cut score? 
Cut scores define the minimum score a student must achieve to reach a performance level on an assessment. The Virginia 
Standards of Learning (SOL) assessments use cut scores to place students into performance levels. Scoring at the proficient or 
advanced levels means that the student has demonstrated a strong understanding of core subject matter content and skills. 

Why are cut scores changing? 
SOL assessments are aligned to state standards, which define what students are expected to learn. Cut scores help us know if 
students are meeting learning expectations. The current scores are based on old standards from 2016 (mathematics) and 2017 
(English). Since new content standards were approved in 2023 and 2024, and new SOL assessments fully aligned to the new 
more rigorous standards were implemented in Spring 2025, cut scores need to be updated to reflect current expectations for 
proficiency and beyond. 
 

 
Education departments 

develop new proficiency cut 
scores when the content 

standards change and new 
assessments are 

administered. 

 
 The Virginia State Board of 
Education determined new 

proficiency cut scores were 
needed due to new, more 

rigorous standards in 
mathematics in 2023 and in 

English in 2024.

 
Assessments fully aligned 

to the more rigorous 
standards in mathematics 
and reading, requiring the 
application of higher order 

thinking and the integration of 
multiple skills, were 

administered in the 2024–
2025 school year. 

 
State Board held meetings in 

2024 and 2025 on the 
standard setting 

methodology, process for 
committee member 

selection, and proficiency 
level comparison to peer 

states and national 
benchmarks. 

How are cut scores decided? 
Cut scores were established through a standard setting process with a committee of subject matter experts. The goal of the Virginia SOL 
Standard Setting Committee was to recommend performance level cut scores for Grades 3-8 Mathematics, Algebra 1, Geometry, 
Algebra 2, Grades 3-8 Reading, and End of Course (EOC) Reading to the Virginia State Board of Education. The Board determines the 
final cut scores and policy modifications. 

Process on setting proficiency cut scores: 
Key components of the process included:

 

Committee Member 
Expertise and 

Knowledge:   

Virginia educators and 
community members 
contributed valuable 

insights, drawing from 
their backgrounds in 

education and  
other fields. 

 

SOL Mathematics and 
English  

Content Standards: 

The mathematics and 
reading SOL clearly 
outline the learning 

expectations for students, 
emphasizing the 

application of higher order 
thinking and integration of 

multiple skills. 

 

Mathematics and 
Reading SOL 

Assessments: 

The SOL assessments 
evaluate how well 
students meet the 

learning expectations 
established by the new, 

more rigorous standards. 

 

Performance Level 
Descriptors  

(PLD): 

PLDs for SOL 
assessments convey the 

knowledge and skills 
associated with each 

performance level and 
can be used to inform 

instruction. 

 

Item-Descriptor (ID) 
Matching Standard 

Setting Method:  

The research-based, Item-
Descriptor (ID) Matching 
process was utilized by 
committee members to 

determine the appropriate 
recommended 

performance level cuts. 
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People involved in setting cut scores: 

In June 2025, there were 230 Virginia subject matter experts, including teachers, higher education representatives, 
parents, and business leaders from all 8 Superintendent Regions who participated in the standard setting process. 
Committee members utilized their collective content area expertise and knowledge of students to provide recommendations 
for the State Superintendent of Public Instruction to consider. 

Public school educators with teaching experience were prioritized for committee membership, representing approximately 
73% of the committee. 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%. 

Committee Member Overview to Prepare for Standard Setting 
Prior to assigning cut scores, committee members engaged in an extensive review of the Virginia SOL Assessment Program, 
standard-setting procedures, and ID Matching process. ID Matching is a common, research-based standard setting method 
that is widely used. This method has panelists “match” actual test items to a performance level based on the extent to which 
the knowledge and skills required to respond correctly are in the corresponding performance level. This method more 
prominently centers the content represented on the assessment and Virginia’s performance expectations and  
the panelists’ task is very clear and straightforward to implement. 
 
Standard Setting Meetings & Outcomes 
Nine committees for mathematics and seven committees for reading were 
created, with one committee for each grade level or subject. Each committee 
was comprised of Virginia educator experts and community experts who have 
extensive knowledge or experience with that grade level and content. Following 
the orientation, committee members individually reviewed assessment items, 
discussed PLDs, and made judgments about each item’s difficulty and where 
that would be placed within the PLD as part of the ID Matching process. 

Judgment Rounds and Feedback 
The ID Matching process was conducted in three rounds of judgments, with 
collective feedback provided from the full committee after each round. 
Committee members discussed the feedback in order to refine and align their 
decisions for greater accuracy. The data provided included item rating 
disagreements, sequence cut agreement, and the potential impact of 
recommendations. 

Articulation Meetings 
After the three rounds of judgement and feedback by all committees, up to 
three members from each committee participated in an articulation meeting to 
review and assess the consistency of performance level cut recommendations across grade levels and subjects, ensuring 
alignment and reasonableness. The work of the Standard Setting Committee was then provided to the Superintendent of 
Public Instruction as the proposed recommended performance level cuts. 

Review and Approval 
After the standard setting meetings, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction reviewed the proposed recommended cut 
scores from the committees to confirm alignment across all grade levels and subjects; as well as to ensure Board 
expectations were met. The Board then reviews and approves the final recommendations before implementation. This 
approach helps guarantee that the performance standards set for the Virginia SOL assessments are fair, accurate, and reflect 
the state’s expectations for student learning and achievement. 

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.” 
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