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SUBJECT:  Review of Proficiency Exam Cut Scores 
 

In the late 1990’s the Board of Regents initiated the Proficiency Exam to address several 
accountability issues.  The policies establishing this process recognized the need to establish cut 
scores at appropriate levels.  To do this, the CAAP exam was piloted during 1996 and 1997 and 
during these two years, 2,141 students were required to complete the exam. Taking these national 
norms and recommendations made by content area specialists into consideration, a confidence 
interval was constructed around the cut score to address the issue of test reliability. It was 
determined that South Dakota students scoring within and above this confidence interval pass the 
examination. Ultimately, qualifying scores were set at ½ standard deviation below the national user 
norms and using this framework, qualifying scores were established for Reading (56), Writing (59), 
Mathematics (52), and Science Reasoning (54). The exam was first required of baccalaureate 
degree-seeking students in Spring 1998 and of entering associate degree-seeking students in Fall 
1999. The first associate degree-seeking students were tested in Fall 2000.   
 

The Proficiency Exam has been in place now for a decade and, during this time, the cut 
scores have been discussed on occasion.  However, it appears that there never has been a formal 
review.  During the November COPS meeting, as this year’s CAAP report was discussed, there was 
a broader review of the exam and the meaning of the results.  This led to the request that the 
Proficiency Exam Cut Scores be reviewed with the expectation that this review would focus on the 
policy questions.  Specifically, Dr. Perry asked if the cut scores established truly allowed the system 
to affirm that graduates have demonstrated proficiency in the set of core skills tested.  Since it 
appears that very few students are excluded because of failure to demonstrate proficiency, maybe 
the bar should be raised.  In addition, it might be appropriate to establish the cut scores for those in 
associate degree programs at a different point than those in baccalaureate programs. 
 

It was suggested that an ad hoc committee be established to review this.  An initial meeting 
could be held to lay out the question(s) and to determine the data/information that is needed.  This 
could be gathered and circulated and a second meeting could be held to review the data and to 
formulate recommendations, if any.  These could be finalized and forwarded to AAC, COPS and 
the Board for review/action.  In addition to members from the campuses, Dr. Perry suggested that 
representatives of the Student Federation should be involved. 
 

Members of AAC should be prepared to discuss this, to outline the expectations and to 
recommend membership for the ad hoc group. 
 
****************************************************************************** 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
  

Discussions and Recommendation. 
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