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According to Norman L. Webb (“Depth-of-Knowledge Levels for Four Content Areas,” March 28, 2002), interpreting and assigning depth-of-knowledge levels to both objectives within standards and assessment items is an essential requirement of alignment analysis. Four levels of Depth of Knowledge are used for this analysis.

A general definition for each of the four (Webb) Depth-of-Knowledge levels is followed by Table 1, which provides further specification and examples for each of the DOK levels. Webb recommends that large-scale, on-demand assessments in reading should only assess Depth-of-Knowledge Levels 1, 2, and 3. Depth-of-Knowledge at Level 4 in reading should be reserved for local assessment only. 

Table 2 provides examples of DOK “ceilings” (the highest level of cognitive demand for large-scale assessment) using one state’s reading grade level expectations. The Appendix offers specific assessment examples in both reading and writing from Webb’s work.

Descriptors of DOK Levels for Reading (based on Webb and Wixson, March 2002 and Webb, Technical Issues in Large-Scale Assessment, report published by CCSSO, December 2002)

Level 1 requires students to use simple skills or abilities to recall or locate facts from the text. The focus is on basic initial comprehension, not on analysis or interpretation. Items require only a shallow/literal understanding of text presented and often consist of verbatim recall from text, or simple understanding of a single word or phrase.

Level 2 requires both initial comprehension and subsequent processing of text or portions of text. Important concepts are covered, but not in a complex way. GLEs/items at this level may include words such as paraphrase, summarize, interpret, infer, classify, organize, collect, display, compare, and determine whether fact or opinion. Literal main ideas are stressed. Items may require students to apply skills and concepts that are covered in Level 1.

Level 3 requires deep knowledge. Students are encouraged to go beyond the text and are asked to explain, generalize, or connect ideas. Students must be able to support their thinking, citing references from the text or other sources. Items may involve abstract theme identification, inferences between or across passages, students’ application of prior knowledge, or text support for an analytical judgment made about a text.

Level 4 requires complex reasoning, planning, developing, and thinking most likely over an extended period of time, such as comparing multiple works by the same author or from the same time period. The extended time period is not a distinguishing factor if the required work is only repetitive and doesn’t require applying a significant conceptual understanding and higher-order thinking. Level 4 assessments should be done only at the local level.

Table 1: Sample Depth-of-Knowledge Level Descriptors for Reading 

	Level 1

Recall of Information
	Level 2

Basic Reasoning
	Level 3

Complex Reasoning
	Level 4

Extended Reasoning

	a. Read words orally in isolation

b. Read words orally in connected text

c. Read multi-syllabic words

d. Locate or recall facts or details explicitly presented in text

e. Identify or describe characters, setting, sequence of events

f. Use language structure (pre/suffix) or word relationships (synonym/antonym) to determine meaning of words

g. Select appropriate words to use in context (e.g., content-specific words, shades of meaning) when intended meaning is clearly evident


	a. Use context cues or       resources to identify the meaning of unfamiliar words

b. Predict a logical outcome based on information in a reading selection

c. Make basic inferences or draw basic conclusions about information presented in text (e.g., According to this report, what caused ___?)

d. Recognizing appropriate generalizations about text (e.g., possible titles, main ideas)

e. Identify and summarize the major events, problem, solution, conflicts in a literary text

f. Determine whether a text is fact or fiction

g. Distinguish between fact and opinion

h. Describe the characteristics or features of various types of text

i. Obtain information using text features of informational text (e.g., Table of Contents, sidebar, chart)

j. Organize information presented in informational text using mapping, charting, or summarizing

k. Locate information to answer questions related to explicit or implicit central ideas in informational texts

l. Identify use of literary devices (e.g., imagery, idioms, exaggeration, alliteration, etc.)
	a. Explain, generalize, or connect ideas, using supporting evidence from the text or from other sources

b. Draw inferences about author’s purpose, author’s message or theme (explicit or implied)

c. Make and support inferences about implied causes and effects

d. Describe how word choice, point of view, or bias affects the interpretation of a reading selection

e. Summarize or compare information within and across text passages 

f. Analyze interrelationships among elements of the text (plot, subplots, characters, setting)

g. Analyze or interpret use of author’s craft (literary devices) to analyze or critique a literary text
	a. Compare or analyze multiple works by the same author, including author’s craft

b. Compare or analyze multiple works from the same time period or from the same genre

c. Gather, analyze, organize, and interpret information from multiple (print and non print) sources for the purpose of drafting a reasoned report

d. Evaluate the relevancy and accuracy of information from multiple (print and non print) sources (e.g., verifying factual information or assertions with other sources; researching the source of information)


 (Based on Webb and Wixson, K. Hess, Center for Assessment/NCIEA, 2004)

Depth-of-Knowledge as a “Ceiling” NOT as a “Target”

An important aspect of the NECAP assessment design is to use the highest Depth-of-Knowledge (DOK) demand implicit in a GLE as the “ceiling” for assessment, not the “target.” Table 2 provides three examples of Vermont Reading GLEs with different “ceilings,” that is, the highest DOK Level at which a GLE should be assessed. When considering the highest DOK Level as the ceiling not the target, the GLE has the potential to be assessed at Depth-of-Knowledge Levels at the ceiling, and up to the ceiling, depending upon the demand of the GLE. Table 2 also indicates the other DOK levels at which the GLE could be assessed. 

Table 2   Examples of GLEs and Depth of Knowledge for Assessment Purposes

	One state’s Reading GLEs
	GLE Ceiling
	Potential DOK Levels

for Assessment

	GLE-R3: Applies word identification/ decoding strategies by …
R3: 3b Identifying multi-syllabic words (e.g., “pretending,” “discussion”), by using knowledge of sounds, syllable types, or word patterns (including prefixes, suffixes, or variant spellings for consonants or vowels, e.g., bought)
	1
	1

(Knowledge of sounds, syllable types, word patterns)

	GLE-R5: Students identify the meaning of unfamiliar words by…

R5: 5a Using strategies to unlock meaning (e.g., knowledge of word structure, including prefixes/suffixes and base words; or context clues; or other resources, such as dictionaries or glossaries; or prior knowledge) 

(Assumes increasing and grade-appropriate text complexity)
	2
	1

(Knowledge of word structure)

2

(Use of context clues and resources, such as dictionaries to unlock meaning)

	GLE-R13: Analyze and interpret elements of literary texts, citing evidence where appropriate by… 

R5: 13a Making logical predictions

R5: 13b Describing characters’ physical characteristics, personality traits, or interactions; or providing examples of  thoughts, words, or actions that reveal characters’ personality traits or their changes over time 

R5: 13c Making inferences about problem, conflict, solution, or the relationship among elements (plot, character, setting) within text (e.g., how setting affects a character or plot development)

R5: 13d Identifying author’s message or theme (implied or stated, as in a fable)
(Assumes increasing and grade-appropriate text complexity)
	3
	1

 (Describing characters’ physical characteristics, thoughts, words, or actions)
2

(Predicting a Logical outcome; identifying author’s message or theme)

3

(Making inferences about problem, solution, or conflicts; using supporting evidence from text)


Why is this distinction between “ceiling” and “target” important?  
If assessed only at the “target,” all GLEs with a Level 3 as their highest demand would only be assessed at Level 3. This would potentially have two negative impacts on the assessment: 1) The assessment as a whole could be too difficult; and 2) important information about student learning along the achievement continuum would be lost.
APPENDIX
ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS

EXAMPLES OF ASSIGNING DEPTH-OF-KNOWLEDGE LEVELS

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction: WKCE Re-alignment Study, December 6-7, 2001
Level 1


Recall of Information

Example 1:1

Objective: Recall and comprehend information and details presented in informational texts.

This objective is an example of level 1. Students most commonly meet this expectation by recalling information explicitly stated in functional or informational texts.

Example 1:2

Objective: Know or can decode meaning of words or phrases at grade level.

This objective is also an example of level 1. Students most commonly demonstrate this

skill through successful recall of specific words, phrases, and idioms. 

Example 1:3

Which of these means about the same as the word gauge?

a. balance

b. measure

c. select

d. warn

This item is an example of level 1 item for the objective in Example 1:2. 

Students use prior knowledge to correctly identify a synonym for the grade-level word specified in the

prompt. 

Example 1:4

According to what you have read, which of these is a function of the F.B.I.?

a. to share information about crimes with law enforcement agencies

b. to train potential agents in foreign language and computer science skills

c. to prosecute those who have been charged with misdemeanors or felonies

d. to help municipal police departments enforce city and county ordinances

This item is an example of level 1 item for the objective in Example 1:1. 

Students demonstrate reading comprehension by recalling significant information explicitly discussed in an

informational text.

Example 1:5

Objective: Recall elements and details of story structure, such as sequence of events, character, plot, and setting.

This objective is an example of level 1. 

Reading and comprehending literature are aided by knowledge of common literary structures as well as recall of important events, characters, etc. developed in the work.

Example 1:6

The crisis, or turning point, in a play is also referred to as the

a. chorus.

b. climax.

c. rising action.

d. falling action.

This item is an example of level 1 for the objective in Example 1:5. 

Students demonstrate an ability to recall an important element of dramatic structure.

Example 1:7

Jim runs away from Huck’s Aunt Polly because he

a. suspects that he may be sold.

b. wants to help Huck escape.

c. dreams about far away places.

d. fears meeting Huck’s father.

This item is also an example of level 1 for the objective in Example 1:5. 

Students demonstrate recall of an important event in the story.

Level 2


Basic Reasoning
Example 2:1

Objective: Edit final copies for correct use of language, spelling, punctuation, and capitalization.

This objective is an example of level 2. 

Students would be required to apply their knowledge of mechanics and conventions to written text generated by themselves or others.

Example 2:2

Here is a paragraph from a student’s report about Maya Angelou. The paragraph has six mistakes in grammar, punctuation, and capitalization. Draw a line through each part that has a mistake, and write the correction above it.

 I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings is the first of five volumes in Maya Angelou’s autobiography. This book is about Mayas childhood in the South during the 1930s. Her autobiography also cover her life as an adult in San Francisco, where she had many extraordinary experiences. She work as a streetcar conductor and trained to become a singer and a dancer. She toured europe and North America in the musical Porgy and Bess. The end of her autobiography deals with Angelou’s career as a civil rights activist, and exploring the relationship between African Americans and Africa.
This item illustrates a level 2 for the objective in Example 2:1. Students demonstrate their understanding of editing conventions by correcting errors in another student’s rough draft.

Example  2:3

Objective: Understand main idea and purpose implied by text.

This objective is also an example of level 2. Students would be required to move beyond

recall and literal comprehension to summarize the main points of a text.

Example 2:4

Which of these best describes what the passage is about?

a. how a young man started a successful business after coming to America

b. why blue jeans are superior to pants made by other manufacturers

c. how clothing styles were affected by the work of the gold miners

d. why immigrants came to America to improve their lives

This item illustrates a level 2 for the objective in Example 2:3. Students demonstrate their ability

to do more than simply recall an explicitly stated main point. Here, students show basic

reasoning skills as they select a statement that best captures the informational emphasis of an

article.

Level 3


Complex Reasoning
Example 3:1

Objective: Evaluate the relative accuracy and usefulness of information from different sources.

This objective illustrates a level 3. Students must understand a variety of kinds of texts, make

inferences across entire passages, and demonstrate the ability to evaluate information according

to various criteria. Students must be able to support their thinking.

Example 3:2

Which of these conclusions is best supported by information from the passage?

a. If a candidate meets the personal and educational qualifications and is in fair physical shape, his or her chances of becoming an agent are very good.

b. Compared with other law enforcement agencies in the country, the F.B.I. has a low success rate for tracking down and apprehending suspected offenders.

c. The job of an agent is not for everyone; it takes someone with special training who is not afraid of danger and doesn’t mind being socially isolated at times.

d. The life of a federal investigator is not as interesting as most people think; agents spend most of their time working at desks.

This item illustrates the objective in Example 3:1. Students are required to consider an article

as a whole, reflecting on emphasis, author’s purpose, tone, etc. in order to determine the

relationship among the alternatives presented and the source text.

Example 3:3
Objective: Understands the relationships between and among elements of literature,

including characters, plot, setting, tone, figurative language, point of view, and theme.


This objective also illustrates level 3. Analyzing and describing the relationship of part-to-whole in imaginative texts requires at least some depth of knowledge and understanding, ability to abstract, and to make more complex inferences.

Example 3:4

Gary Soto’s style is characterized by similes like these found in “The Jacket”:

“bitter as a penny”

“flapped the jacket like a bird’s wings”

“my forearms stuck out like the necks of turtles”

Which of these best explains the effect of these similes on Soto’s writing?

a. They create a formal tone.

b. They create a soft sound.

c. They create unsentimental images.

d. They create a flowery, ornamental style.

This item illustrates the objective in Example 3:3. Students are required to think abstractly about

connotative dimensions of language to reach a conclusion about the figures of speech

habitually chosen by an author.

Level 4



Extended Reasoning
Example 4:1

Objective: Locate, gather, analyze and evaluate written information for the purpose of drafting a reasoned report that supports and appropriately illustrates inferences and conclusions drawn from research.

This objective illustrates level 4. An assessment of this objective would require an extended

activity that allowed students time to gather, read, and evaluate materials; select and record

information according to a specific purpose; and generate an original composition shaped for a

specific audience and purpose. 

Example 4:2

Objective: Generate and edit media work as appropriate to audience and purpose.

This objective is also a level 4. Students are required to perform a variety of higher order tasks

similar to those identified in the previous example; in addition, this task requires students to

manage the necessary technology required to create a media piece.

Example 4:3

This task is an example of level 4. The description of this secondary school model is taken from the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction document, Planning Curriculum in English Language Arts (280-1). Credit for the assignment belongs to two Washington State Teachers, Norma Coombe and Margaret Garrison, of Peninsula High School of Gig Harbor, Washington.

The extended activity described below includes several assignments that would clearly represent

 Level 4 reasoning in a variety of objectives, including those in Examples 4:1 and 4:2.

This task is an example of level 4. 
“You will become a storyteller. You will research and write the story of someone who has emigrated to the United States and/or migrated within the United States. You will get a role card from your native country, and you will become that person.” 





The role cards feature many countries and many time periods: gender and age are mixed. For example:


Moira Adair, 50, arriving from Northern Ireland in 1980. Your husband was killed in an IRA bombing. You are a computer expert and have family in Minneapolis.





Sean Dolan, 21, arriving from Ireland in 1853. You are alone but you have a relative in New York. You are an apprentice stonemason.





Students must produce an original map showing their home country as it was when they left. They describe the culture (social, economic, political, dominant religious affiliation, educational system, legal system), including the dominant values, customs, and traditions of the culture. Further, they note specific problems in their homeland, explaining why people emigrate to America at that time. The trip to America is the bridge to researching settlement in a specific area or community; this is where imagination takes over for a time, although students will also need to maintain accuracy. The next major research involves the assimilation process in America. Additionally, students need to research the contributions of their ethnic group to America. 





To guide them through this project, students receive a packet of materials that includes everything from graphic organizers to specific prompts. The project culminates in an Ellis Island simulation and a “feast” for which students research and prepare food, music, and dance from their assigned homeland.
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