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Assessment Performance Level Descriptors 
 
Performance Level Descriptors identify the knowledge, skills, and practices that 
students need in each content area for each grade for different levels of achieve-
ment. The NYSED Level 2 indicates that a student needs additional support to 
successfully learn the content at the next grade level. The descriptors show the 
progression of skills development within and across grades.  
 
Items on the NYSED assessments are written for different levels of understand-
ing. A small percentage of students would be expected to answer correctly an 
item written at Level 4. It would be expected that a very high percentage of stu-
dents would answer correctly items written for Level 1. The items for an assess-
ment are written to distinguish student performance all along the continuum. If 
students answer very few of the items written for Level 3 correctly, they will not 
be considered proficient. The mathematics and ELA performance level descrip-
tions used by NYSED are available at the following link. 
 

https://www.engageny.org/resource/performance-level-descriptions-for-
ela-and-mathematics  

 
Performance level descriptors can guide the depth of classroom instruction. A 
teacher may write a lesson objective to address a standard but may only be teach-
ing to the depth of Level 1 for that standard. The performance level descriptors 
may be used for a variety of purposes such as 

• Differentiating instruction 
• Moving students from their current comfortable level to the next lev-

el of difficulty 
• Writing assessments  to distinguish the current proficiency levels of 

students 
• Developing assessments to show student growth through the year 

 
For the standard, “Students analyze how and why individuals, events, and ideas 
develop and interact over the course of a text. (CCR R3)” the difference between 
a Grade 3 Level 3 student and a Level 2 students is the difference between “a 
thorough description of characters in a story” and “ a basic description, using few 
details, of characters .” The difference between a Grade 4 Level 3 student and a 
Level 2 students is the difference between “thorough description of a character, 
setting, or event in a story or drama, ” and “ a basic description of a character, 
setting, or event in a story or drama .” Between grade levels, it can be seen that 
grade 3 focuses on character in a story and grade 4 expands to character, setting, 
or event and expands from story to story and drama. In grade six, Level 3 be-
comes “Provide a thorough description of how a particular story’s or drama’s plot 
unfolds in a series of episodes”  and Level 2 becomes,” Provide a limited descrip-
tion of how a particular story’s or drama’s plot unfolds in a series of episodes .”  
 
In grade six, Level 1 states, “Provide an inaccurate description of the main events 
in a particular story’s or drama’s plot .” Grades three and seven also use the word 
“inaccurate” to describe Level 1. In grade eight, the distinction is between a lim-
ited analysis for Level 2 and an inadequate or inaccurate analysis for Level 1.  
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Teachers may see from this that for students to move from Level 1 to Level 2, it is not dependent upon 
thoroughness but upon accuracy.   
 
Information is available about the construction of the 2020 NYSED assessments in the  NYSED Educa-
tor Guide to the 2020 Grades 3—8 English Language Arts Tests. The number of words in the passages 
for grade three will be 500—600.  This will gradually increase to 900-1000 words for grade eight. The 
2020 grades three through eight NYSED assessments will only use authentic texts. That is texts that 
would appear in magazines, books, or newspapers. Texts will be included that “express opinions and 
theories with which not all readers may agree” (p.8). Students will be expected to make successful argu-
ments with supporting evidence. The passages may include incorrect spelling and grammar.  A chart on 
page 9 indicates that the Lexile levels will range from 430—830 for grade  three to 925-1185 for grades 
six through eight. The number of passages that students will be expected to read in Session 1 ranges 
from four in grades three and four to  five for grades five through eight. For 2020, 60-65% of the test 
will focus on key ideas and details, 35% - 40% will focus on craft and structure, and 35% - 40%  will 
focus on integration of knowledge and ideas.  The rubrics for assessing writing begin on page 19.  
 
Performance level descriptors are not only used by New York State. Other states such as Indiana, New 
Jersey, Ohio, and Texas use performance level descriptors. Indiana (ILEARN) provides an example of 
how performance level descriptors could be used in grade 5 social studies.  One of their grade five social 
studies standards is  

Explain why the United States Constitution was created in 1787 and how it established  
a stronger union among the original 13 states by making it the supreme law of the land.  
Identify people who were involved in its development. 

The four levels of difficulty for this standard become more complex from below proficiency to above 
proficiency. Table 1 compares Level 1 and Level 3 from the Indiana performance level descriptors. Al-
so, the connector between the activities for Level 1 is “or.” The connector between the activities for Lev-
el 3 is “and.” 
 
Table 1 
Comparison of levels of a grade 5 social studies standard 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Performance level descriptors are useful for more than creating cut points on NYS assessments. They 
are a tool for differentiating instruction and for knowing what a student needs to learn to be at a higher 
level of mastery of the content of a course. Performance gaps are not just about instructing students us-
ing the standards but also about understanding the depth of knowledge that is needed for that standard.  
 
 
ACT Aspire Performance Level Descriptors 
https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/act-aspire/about-act-aspire/performance-level-descriptors.html  
 
ILEARN  Performance Level Descriptors (PLDs): Grade 5 Social Studies. 
https://www.doe.in.gov/sites/default/files/assessment/social-studies-grade-5-plds.pdf  
 
NYSED Educator Guide to the 2020 Grades 3—8 English Language Arts Tests (2019)  
https://www.engageny.org/resource/test-guides-english-language-arts-and-mathematics/file/157056  

Level 1 Level 3 

Identify a specific person Identify specific people 

Describe a reason why it was created Explain why it was created 

 Explain how it established a stronger un-
ion among the states.  


