
‘Levels’ of Reading Comprehension  

The three levels of comprehension are presented in a hierarchy from the least to the most 

sophisticated levels of analyzing what is read. Each level builds upon the level before it.   

 

Level One 

LITERAL – you are assessing what is actually stated.  Literal questions look to assess memory 
recall and answer basic questions such as who, what, where, when. 

Assessing literal questions is objective.  They deal with true and false, what is and is not there. 

This looks like: 

• Fact Recall 
• Minute details about the story/passage 
 

Level Two 

INTERPRETIVE – you are looking to assess a student’s knowledge of what is implied or meant, 
rather than what is actually stated. 

Assessing interpretive questions is subjective.  The assessor must make the decision as to whether 
or not the examinee has satisfactorily answered the question. 

At this level we are asking open-ended questions that look to get at the why, what if, and how of 
the presented text. 

This looks like: 

• Drawing inferences 
• Tapping into prior knowledge / experience 
• Making Connections 
• Reading between the lines to determine what is meant by what is stated. 
 

Level Three 

APPLIED – you are assessing a student’s ability to take what is said (literal), what is intended by 
what is said (interpretive), and then to extend (apply) the concepts or ideas beyond the text. 

In this level we are analyzing and synthesizing information and applying it to other 
information. 

Like interpretative questions, assessing applied questions is subjective.  The assessor must make 
the decision as to whether or not the examinee has satisfactorily answered the question. 

This looks like: 

• Analyzing 
• Synthesizing 
• Applying 

  


