What should your
organization consider
when evaluating
pass rates?
By Austin Fossey
2015

+ 1 443-716-8075

www.aerexperts.com

manny@aerexperts.com

What Should Your Organization Consider When Evaluating Pass Rates?

Evaluating Pass Rates
There are no globally “acceptable” values for a pass rate, and one must always consider the purpose of
the assessment when evaluating a pass rate. Certification assessments are often designed to assess
“minimally competent” practitioners, so ideally the pass rate should reflect the rate of competence in
the population. Other instruments may be designed to identify elite practitioners and have low pass
rates (e.g., advanced credentials, licensure), or they may be designed to weed out a minority of critically
underperforming candidates and thus have high pass rates (e.g., driver’s license tests). If one is
measuring the effects of a company training program, then a 100% pass rate is likely desirable. While
there is a myriad of factors that can affect pass rates, we list some common factors below.
Focus on Setting the Passing Score
Rather than worrying about whether a pass rate is too high or too low, test developers should ensure
that the passing score for the assessment has been set accurately using a defensible method, such as
the Angoff or Bookmark methods. Over time, the pass rate will reflect the actual competency rate of the
population, though the pass rate may fluctuate considerably in each administration based on the
qualifications of candidates who decide to test.
Pass Rates Depend on the Candidates
While setting the passing score will play a big role in what the pass rate will be, test developers should
remember that pass rates are sample dependent: pass rates may go up and down due to the
qualifications and abilities of the candidates testing in each administration. If an administration happens
to have fewer qualified candidates testing, pass rates will decrease, and vice versa.
Valid and Invalid Reasons for Changes in Pass Rates
Test developers should be alert to whether pass rates are changing for valid or invalid reasons. In
general, if the assessment results are valid, then the pass rates are sound, regardless of whether they go
up or down between administrations. But when content exposure or flaws in the assessment impact the
outcome for candidates, the results are not valid, and pass rates will not accurately reflect the true
abilities of the candidates.
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