
Getting Ahead of the Curve
Preparing for Virginia’s New Cut Scores



Parent Perspectives

● What do most parents regard as the point 
of truth when evaluating their children’s 
academic prowess?

● How likely are parents to intervene in their 
child’s education when they see good 
grades?



Virginia’s Educational Expectations
● Despite lower SOL scores and declining 

state rankings over time, 90% of Virginia’s 
schools met the mark under the old 
accreditation system

● According to the National Center for 
Educational Statistics, Virginia currently 
has the lowest standard for student 
proficiency in the nation

○ Similar results published in 2021 and 2026

○ What does this mean?

■ A student who scores 400 on a 
Virginia SOL test would likely not be 
able to pass any other state’s 
assessment

○ Please keep in mind that Virginia lowered 
Math cut scores in 2019 and lowered 
reading cut scores in 2021

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/studies/statemapping/
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/studies/statemapping/


Examples of Improving Outcomes- The “Southern Surge”

● Implemented the “Science of Reading”

● A-F Accountability Systems

● Increased standards for proficiency

● Ended social promotion (to an extent)





New SOL Cut Scores





Increasing Rigor

● The BOE has increased rigor with the new 
SOL cut scores

○ They may dispense with the the 
approaching cut scores and rip the 
band-aid off in the 2029-2030 school year

○ BOE will discuss this week and possibly 
decide in August

● Other increases in rigor could potentially 
stem from changes in SOL testing that 
could more accurately assess certain skills 
in the future- think “Justify”



Rigor in Our Classrooms

● Do all standards have the same level of 
rigor?

● How well does the rigor in our classrooms 
align with the rigor found in the standards?

● How can we measure the rigor in our 
classrooms?

● If the rigor in our classrooms aren’t 
sufficient under the current cut scores, 
what will likely happen when the new cut 
scores are implemented?



Factors That Impact Student SOL Outcomes



Grade Inflation and SOL Proficiencies
● Over the years we have compared student 

final grades and SOL outcomes

● We have found misalignment in all schools 
and divisions to some degree

● We have found that the higher the degree 
of grade inflation, the lower the 
performance on the SOL test

● We also have found different degrees of 
grade inflation of subgroups within the 
same organization

○ The bigger the subgroup gap in grade 
inflation, the bigger the subgroup gap in 
SOL proficiencies











Common Factors that Contribute to Grade Inflation
● Systemic problem, not caused by any one group (teachers, parents, etc)

● Tests and assignments below grade level rigor/content

● Grading Philosophy

○ What is a grade supposed to represent, mastery or effort?

● Policy/practice

○ 50% rule

○ Weighting of grades

● Fear of Conflict, Lack of Trust

● “Squishy” grading in the early primary grades

● Lack of focus on this problem

● The degree to which we believe our students can achieve grade level mastery



Increasing Classroom Rigor to Align with State Standards

● High Quality Instructional Materials 
(HQIMs) are intended

○ Caution- not all HQIMs are sufficiently 
aligned to Virginia Standards!

● Work with teachers to unpack the 
standards so they fully understand what 
their students are expected to know, 
understand, and be able to do

● Ask teachers to collaboratively develop 
and implement common assessments that 
fully align with the standards

● Assessment audits rather than reviewing 
lesson plans



Questions to Ponder

● If we don’t ask kids to work at the level of rigor in 
class that aligns with the rigor on the test, how 
can they do well on the test?

● If our grades do not accurately reflect student 
mastery of grade level content, why would we 
expect parents to intervene?



Recommendations to Reduce Grade Inflation
● The following is an outline of a protocol developed over 

the course of a year by Virginia school and division 
leaders.

● This is intended to be a document to guide divisions 
through their own process, not simple paint by the 
numbers

○ Phase 1: Investigate & Build Readiness

○ Phase 2: Professional Learning & Shared Understanding

○ Phase 3: Pilot Implementation & Progress Monitoring

○ Phase 4: Scaling, Integration, and Accountability

○ Ongoing Support Structures (Non-Negotiable)



Conditions Necessary to Reduce Grade Inflation
● Leadership is critical at the division level

○ All constituent groups need to understand the negative 
impacts that grade inflation has on our students

○ A collaborative approach must be devised to tackle the 
problem

○ Data should be collected and evaluated periodically, and 
adjustments made as needed

○ Trust must be developed/cultivated/maintained across all 
constituencies within the division

● Support

○ Teachers need strong, visible support from their principals.

○ Principals need equally strong support from the central office.

○ Central office staff need equally strong support from the 
school board.



In conclusion…..
● Reducing Grade inflation is not the end, 

it’s a means to improve student 
achievement which is the ultimate goal

○ When grades become less inflated, 
student achievement improves

○ When student achievement improves, 
grades become less inflated

● Without systemic changes, the systemic 
problem cannot be solved.



Questions, comments, concerns, 
observations???


