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       Below is an example of a primary 
and intermediate lesson that is aligned to 
Depth of Knowledge levels. The lessons 
use both fiction and informational text.  
Most teachers are already using DOK in 
their classrooms; the following illustrates 
how to label specific lessons.
 
“All About Insects” from The Six 
Minute Solution: A Reading Fluency 
Program
Primary Lessons

        “An insect is a tiny animal.  It has 
six legs.  It has a body.  An insect’s body 
has three parts.  Most insects have wings.  
Insects do not have a backbone.
     There are more than one million 
kinds of insects.  They are found all over.  
Insects can live in hot places.  They can 
live in cold places.  There are many kinds 
of insects.  Insects do not look alike.  
They come in many colors.  They also 
come in many shapes.
 Insects have a life cycle.  Each 
insect starts life as an egg.  The egg 
hatches.  It becomes a larva.  A larva 
looks like a worm.  It has a mouth.  But 
it does not have eyes.  A larva likes to 
eat.  It eats and eats.  The larva sheds its 
skin.  Later, the larva spins a cocoon.  It 
lives in the cocoon.  Now it is called a 
pupa.  After a while, the pupa leaves its 
cocoon.  Then, it is an adult insect.”

DOK 1:
Recall the four stages of an insect’s 
life cycle and label them in the correct 
sequence using a Flow Map. (egg, larva, 
pupa, and adult)

DOK 2:
Observe two different insects over a 
period of a week and create a Double 
Bubble Map of their similarities and 
differences, including behavior, eating 
habits, physical traits, etc. Orally 

compare the data.

DOK 3:
After listening to the teacher read Eric 
Carle’s The Very Quiet Cricket, The 
Grouchy Ladybug, The Very Lonely 
Firefly, The Very Clumsy Click Beetle, 
and The Very Hungry Caterpillar over 
time, use the information from these 
books, the passage above, and other non-
fiction material to create an informational 
poster about one insect.  

DOK 4:
At the culmination of the insect unit, 
assume the perspective of an insect.  
Create a journal entry in which you 
survive a 24 hour period in our classroom.  
Create a second journal entry in which 
you survive a 24 hour period on our 
playground.  In a third journal entry, 
prove which habitat is best suited for 
your survival.

“Insects” from The Six Minute Solution: 
A Reading Fluency Program
Intermediate Lessons

 “Insects belong to a huge group of 
animals.  This group is called arthropods.  
All arthropods have a hard outer coat 
called an exoskeleton.  This exoskeleton 
protects the soft insides of an arthropod’s 
body.
 An adult insect’s body is divided 
into three sections:  a head, a thorax, and 
an abdomen.  The insect’s head contains 
mouthparts, eyes, and antennae.  The 
thorax is the middle part of an insect’s 
body.  Three pairs of jointed legs are 
found on the thorax.  Insects have six legs.  
Two pairs of wings are also attached to 
the thorax.  The abdomen is the bottom 
part of an insect.  It is the biggest part of 
the body.
 Most insects undergo a change.  

This change is called metamorphosis.  
The metamorphosis has four stages:  egg, 
larva, pupa, and adult.  Most insects lay 
eggs.  Each egg then turns into a larva.  
After several molts, the larva enters the 
pupa stage.  During this stage, it does not 
eat or move.  When the pupa stage ends, 
the adult insect emerges.
 There are thousands of insects 
in the world.  More than 900,000 kinds 
have been found.  That is more than 
three times as many other animal types 
put together.  Many more new insects 
are discovered every year.”

DOK 1:
Draw an insect and label its body parts, 
including head, thorax, abdomen, 
mouthparts, eyes, antennae, legs, and 
wings.

DOK 2:
Construct a model showing the four 
stages of metamorphosis.

DOK 3:
Use the information from the passage 
above, the internet, and other non-fiction 
material to research and explain the 
habitat, eating habits, lifespan, etc. of a 
specific insect.  Orally share your written 
work.

DOK 4:
The last paragraph of the article mentions 
that there are three times as many insects 
as other animal types put together.  Our 
school has an insect problem with ants 
and cockroaches.  Our task is to design 
an eco-friendly method to get rid of 
these pests.  Work in groups to identify 
solution paths, solve the problem, and 
report the outcome.  Share results with 
peers.
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Depth of Knowledge (DOK), originally 
created by Norman Webb, can best be 
described as a tool used to measure 
the cognitive demand of instructional 
objectives and assessment items.  Webb 
first introduced it for the purpose of 
aligning assessment to standards in the 
area of cognitive rigor. While this is all 
good to know, it does little to help us 
understand how DOK can be practically 
applied within the classroom.
While No Child Left Behind has 
addressed cognitive demand with regards 
to standards and assessments, the Act has 
not addressed cognitive demand in the 
area of classroom instruction. Yet, there 
must be instruction of the standards for 
assessment to take place—students must 
first be instructed before they are assessed. 
If students are to master a standard which 
requires the type of cognitive demand of 
DOK level 3, for example, then we must 
instruct students in such ways that they 
can reach this mastery.
Practically speaking, how is this done?

THINK-ALOUDS AS A TEACHINg 
STRATEgy
One way we can acclimate students 
to higher DOK activities is by using 
think-alouds, a simple cognitive 
strategy developed to help students 
access meaning associated with higher-
level thinking processes and skills. For 
reading comprehension lessons, we can 
use think-alouds as a teaching strategy 
in which we share the thought processes 
we undertake when comprehending text. 
Think-alouds can therefore help model 
how good readers think before, during, 
and after reading. According to author 
Jeffrey Wilhelm, “Think-alouds make 
invisible mental processes visible to 
children.”
Eventually, our students can use think-
alouds in collaborative group settings 
and independently as a learning strategy. 
According to Wilhelm: “While reading, 
teachers model their thinking by voicing 
all the things they are noticing, doing, 
seeing, feeling, and asking as they process 
the text. Students can then ‘borrow’ the 
various strategies teachers use and apply 
them in their own reading.”

THINK-ALOUDS AND DEPTH OF 
KNOWLEDgE
To help students achieve at all four DOK 
levels, we can share our thoughts that 
correspond to the thinking processes 
required at each level. Our goal is to 

model for students cognitive thought 
processes so that students can eventually 
master levels 2, 3, and 4. Although an 
important level in its own right, we do 
not need to spend much time modeling 
level 1.
We should not, however, expect students 
to demonstrate mastery of levels 3 and 4 
on assessments unless the standard calls 
for it. Our goal is to support, guide, and 
practice the use of higher DOK levels 
until mastery is required.

ExAMPLES
Below are some examples of think-
alouds and questioning strategies using 
the story The Quiltmaker’s Gift. When 
reading these examples, we should 
remember that the mere act of listening 
to teachers model thinking processes is 
not a higher DOK activity on the part 
of students; rather, think-alouds are a 
cognitive strategy designed to teach 
students how to engage in such thinking 
on their own.
DOK 1:  I see that the quiltmaker sews. 
I can tell from the pictures and also the 
book says that she was “sewing away 
day after day.” What else do I know 
so far? I know where she lives. In the 
mountains. It says that she had a house 
in the “mountains up high,” and I can see 
her house in the picture.

(This example models recall of simple 
and literal information. As stated 
earlier, such modeling of level 1 
activities is probably unnecessary.)

DOK 2: The king was frowning. 
Hmmm... I don’t really know what 
“frowning” means. When I don’t know 
what a word means, I use clues from 
the story to help me. The clues I use are 
pictures and other words in the story. 
So, I’m going to try that now to figure 
out what that word means. I can see in 
the picture that the king looks sad. And 
it says here that “still, the king did not 
smile.” So, those clues make me think 
that “frowning” looks like this (teacher 
makes a frown imitating the king).

 (This example shows the use of 
context clues to determine meanings 
of unknown words. Students are 
interpreting text but knowledge 
remains at the literal level and does 
not go “beyond” the text).

DOK 3: Now that I have finished reading 
the story, I’m going to figure out the 
theme. Now I remember that a theme is 
an idea that reappears throughout a story. 
When I try to identify a theme, I think 
about the things that happened in the 
beginning, middle, and end. And I also 
pay close attention to the pictures and the 
things that characters say or do. In the 
beginning of this story, the king did not 
like her. But in the end, when she gave 
the king a quilt, they became friends. 
How do I know this? Well, I think about 
my own experiences and friends. I know 
that I often give them things. She also 

made friends with other characters in the 
story like the bear and the sparrow. She 
treated them kindly and lovingly, which 
I know from my own life is what friends 
do. So, I think one of the themes of 
this story is friendship, because acts of 
friendship appear throughout the story.

 (This example shows abstract theme 
identification using reasoning. 
Students go “beyond” the text and 
make connections. There are also 
several different answers).

DOK 4: I notice that the themes of 
friendship, kindness, generosity, and 
love are similar. And gifts, smiles, and 
hugs, which I saw in the story, all have 
to do with all of the themes. I have read 
other books where there are gifts, smiles, 
or hugs. The Quiltmaker’s Gift made me 
think of them. One book is even from 
another country, Russia. But I think the 
themes are the same, and the characters 
are like the ones in The Quiltmaker’s 
Gift. And even though the stories have 
the same themes, they were written by 
different people.
Now, let’s examine some books we’ve 
read. What are some books that have 
these themes in them? Yes, Stellaluna, 
Thundercake, and Officer Buckle and 
Gloria all have similar themes. Why 
do you think so many different authors 
write about these themes? What about 
Thundercake, which takes place in 
Russia? Do people in Russia also 
experience friendship and kindness?

(This example shows complex 
analysis of the connections among 
texts---complex considering the 
grade level of the students. It also 
shows students examining common 
themes found across texts, including 
text from other cultures. Student 
activities centered on such level 
4 thinking would be large-scale 
projects extending over a lengthy 
time period).

Think-alouds are a powerful teaching 
strategy that we can use more often in 
the classroom. By incorporating depth of 
knowledge into our think-aloud strategy, 
we can equip students with the tools 
needed for higher-level critical thinking, 
enhance our understanding of depth of 
knowledge, and strengthen our teaching 
effectiveness.
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In the ELA classroom, good teaching using the DOK levels looks no different than good teaching has looked in classrooms for 
decades: Instruction based on authentic learning practices designed to take students from the most basic knowledge of a new 
concept, to understanding, applying, evaluating and connecting to that concept. In today’s climate, how we describe good instruction 
is often dictated by standardized assessments. Our students should be able to demonstrate that they know and understand the 
state standards and our assessments should accurately evaluate that knowledge.  For years, education has addressed this need, 
starting with Bloom’s 6-level taxonomy and now, Norman Webb’s Depth of Knowledge.

To understand DOK in the context of the secondary ELA classroom, it is helpful to examine our state standards and their potential 
DOK levels.  For example, in Standard 4.12.5, Responding to Text, students are asked to use information to answer specific 
questions. The ceiling for this standard is low.  A question designed to assess this skill is at a DOK Level 1.  Other indicators, like 
Vocabulary Development and Text Features can go no higher than a Level 2.  Even though basic, these skills represent a student’s 
schema (Hunter, 1982); hence, they are essential as they are the foundation for other more complex skills.

Most of our standards can be tested at a Level 3 and should be taught as high as a Level 4.  For example, in Standard 3.12.2, 
Characterization, students are asked to analyze and evaluate the author’s methods of characterization, describe and compare 
character motivation, make inferences and draw conclusions based on stated and implied information.  Well-written test items, often 
taking the form of Constructed Response, can measure these skills.  Even though standardized assessment can go no further, 
teachers should always be looking for ways to extend student thinking to DOK Level 4.  At this level, students are asked to think 
beyond the immediate context of their knowledge as they analyze and synthesize information from multiple sources and learn to 
communicate effectively.  

Even though Webb’s intent was to find a better way to align state standards and their assessment items, Depth of Knowledge can 
be a way to think about how instruction looks in the secondary English classroom.

DOK Level One

The purpose at this level is to ensure students know factual information.  If they are reading a story, they should be able to read 
orally and locate and recall details; they should demonstrate an understanding of the elements of fiction by describing character, 
setting, plot, sequence of events, and identifying figurative language; they should also be able to use basic reference materials to 
locate information.  

When learning a concept at this level, students should be able to understand and identify its attributes.  For example, at the 
beginning of a lesson on persuasive writing, students can be introduced to the elements of persuasion using examples of 
persuasion—advertisements from TV, radio, billboards, magazines, brochures, flyers, editorials and letters to the editor.  These 
concept models will allow students to identify the elements in context.  Using two-column notes, students can list the elements of 
persuasion in the left-hand column and, using the teacher models provided, define and describe them in the right-hand column.    

DOK Level Two

Level 2 requires comprehension and application.  Moving beyond simple descriptions, students at this level can compare and 
contrast characters and explain how behaviors contribute to conflict. They can infer and predict outcomes based on verbal and non-
verbal clues.  When asked to summarize, students should be asked to do more than retell the story.  They should determine what is 
relevant and discern fact from opinion.  At this level, students can identify the meaning of unfamiliar words using context clues and 
word analysis strategies. 

                                                                                                                                                               (Continued on page 12)

Using Depth of KNowledge 
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When a butterfly egg is hatched in a proper environment, 
It has everything needed to thrive.
When a child enters the writing world,
He has everything he needs to become an effective author.  
     “A Butterfly in the Wind”

“What is all the fuss these days about writing across the curriculum?”  “Don’t they write in their language arts class?”  I am sure these questions sound familiar to many educators.  Unfortunately, 
the answer is “no.”  Due to intense state curriculum and assessment, language arts teachers do not have the time to teach enough writing to meet all demands.  Every student has the ability to 
write, but it is in the hands of the educator to make the students interested and focused in what they write.  Educators need to look at their units, and incorporate various writing assignments that 
will enhance student achievement and promote creativity.  

Writing in any subject is a powerful tool.  It is a tool that once a student becomes comfortable using, the possibilities are endless.  If the subject matter is World War II, a student could write an 
editorial for a local newspaper on their personal feelings of the war.  In social studies class, the student could write a personal diary and take on the role of a young child growing up during the war.  
Educators need to be able to give them the opportunity to write, provide feedback, and more importantly, support these students to write during each class period.   

RPDP Secondary Literacy has exemplary resources and classes to offer to assist all content teachers with reading and writing curriculum and strategies. We understand the need for assistance, and 
we have developed UNLV graduate credit courses and workshops to meet these needs. To register for our classes, please visit rpdp.net and register online. If you have any questions, please feel free 
to contact Rosanne Richards at 799-3835 extension 260. 
      

Secondary Literacy
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Building on the earlier persuasive writing example, at DOK Level 2, students move from this basic understanding of the elements 
of persuasion to being able to identify and collect examples of persuasion independently.  To do this, students can bring to class 
examples of persuasion in their lives and share in small groups. Group discussion should focus on identifying and classifying the 
elements used and the audience (age, gender, income, ethnicity, and education) and purpose of the piece. 

DOK Level Three

Complex, strategic thinking becomes the focus at Level 3.  Students move towards a deeper level of understanding—beyond 
describing “how and why” to justifying the “how and why” through application and evidence.  At this level, concepts are more 
complex, more abstract, and require more reasoning than in Levels 1 or 2.  

As the persuasive writing lesson moves to DOK Level 3, the students begin to evaluate how well the author uses the elements 
they have previously identified. Students can choose the best examples of persuasion representing various media to use as 
models for later.  At this point, students should have a clear understanding of how the elements of persuasion can be manipulated 
for effectiveness and be able to choose the most appropriate medium based on an analysis of audience and purpose.     

DOK Level Four

Level 4 combines the complex reasoning of Level 3 with the addition of planning, discovery and development; therefore, Level 
4 usually requires an extended period of time.  A Level 4 performance asks students to analyze and synthesize information from 
multiple sources and examine and explain alternative perspectives.  They should be able to predict using evidence as support, 
develop a logical argument, and plan and develop solutions to problems. 

With this in mind, to reach Level 4 in the writing lesson, students need to look beyond the classroom and synthesize what they 
have learned about persuasion.  Ask them to identify an issue important to them that they would like to change (school rules, 
curfew, homework, street violence).  Begin with analysis—What is the problem?  Who or what caused this?  What are the effects?  
How can I change this problem?  Who is my audience?  What forms of persuasion work best with my audience?  From this 
brainstorm, students create an advertisement (TV, radio, print), a brochure, a blog, or a webpage; or they write an editorial, debate 
or letter to the editor persuading their audience to adopt their point of view.  Students should be asked to justify the medium they 
have chosen and identify the elements of persuasion used based on an analysis of the intended audience.    

The good news for educators is that understanding the levels of cognition and how standards and questions are written to access 
different levels of thinking can translate into good teaching practices.  Depth of Knowledge provides us with new terminology to 
describe what we’ve known since Socrates: Good teachers design lessons that move students from a basic understanding to 
more complex thinking where they can connect and extend their knowledge.   

By
Saralyn Lasley
RPDP Secondary Literacy




