
 

Criterion Based Cut Score Setting 

Colorado State Law (22-07-1006) requires that the state assessments be designed to measure a student’s level of 
attainment of the state standards. There are a number of possible methods that have been designed for determining 
content-based performance levels. These methods have been widely used in education and professional licensing and 
certification and have a large body of research supporting their validity in a variety of settings. Most state assessment 
systems use the Bookmark Method for their cut score settings (Reckase, 2010). Other common methods include the 
Angoff Method and Body of Work.  
 
All of these methods require the judgment of subject matter experts on the items and students. Subject matter 
experts are people who are familiar with the standards being measured by the assessment and the student population 
being assessed. The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (2014) guidelines require documentation of the 
selection process and required qualifications of the cut score setting panel members. Qualified participants must have 
the necessary knowledge and experience to make the judgments required of the cut score setting method.  
 
These methods also require Performance Level Descriptions (PLDs) when cut scores are being set. The PLDs describe the 
expectation for students at each level of achievement. They are based on the standards, but since standards usually 
describe the end goal of the student’s learning, the PLDs are needed to define different levels of achievement of those 
standards.  
 
Bookmark Method – The Bookmark Method (Mitzel, Lewis, Patz, and Green, 2001) brings in additional information 
about student performance to the standard setting. Subject matter experts are given the items on the assessment, 
ordered by item difficulty from easiest to hardest. For each item, they are asked to determine if a threshold student at a 
particular performance level has at least a 2/3rds chance of answering the item correctly. The point where students in a 
performance level would stop being able to consistently answer correctly is where the panelist would put their 
suggested cut score (or “Bookmark”). This process is repeated over several rounds with additional performance 
information discussed after each round (such as the percentage of students meeting the current cuts). The median of 
the cut scores set by the panelists in the final round are the suggested cut scores. This method is used for setting cut 
scores on the CMAS: Science and Social Studies Assessments. It was also used to set the cut scores for the CSAP 
assessments. 
 
Angoff Method – In the standard Angoff Method (1971) a panel of subject matter experts are asked to estimate the 
proportion of threshold examinees who could be expected to answer each item correctly. They rate each item for each 
performance level. The ratings are averaged across panelists and then summed to find the panel recommended raw 
score cut. A variation of this asks panelists to judge whether a student who is just barely in a performance level can 
answer the item correctly. Their responses are just “Yes” or “No” rather than requiring them to estimate a probability. 
The number of items given a “Yes” for a performance level is the panelist’s recommended cut. This can also be done 
with multiple point items where the panelists give an expected score for each item. This last method is used for setting 
cut scores on the CoAlt: Science and Social Studies assessments. 
  
Body-of-Work – In the Body-of-Work method (Kingston, Kahl, Sweeney, and Bay, 2001), subject matter experts make 
judgments on students’ entire performance and whether they meet the expectations in the Performance Level 
Description. The students are then classified as meeting a certain level or not and the distribution of scores of students 
put in a particular level are used to determine where the score cuts should be. This method is especially useful for 
assessments where the student performance includes portfolios of work that are evaluated holistically.  
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