
Stages of Understanding 
 

Stage  Description  Gradations  Authority  Learning  Assessment  Examples 
Stage 1: 
Know 

Foundational, fact-based 

learning.  Success comes 

from students recalling 

information from established 

sources 

Approaching Mastery: 
Recognize 

Achieving Mastery:  Recall 

Outside authoritative sources 

(eg., textbook) 

The teacher or adopted 

curriculum 

Source-dependent.  

Accumulates, but does not 

necessarily build. 

Quantifiable, measured by 

performance on assessments 

with a single, correct answer. 

● Vocabulary definition 

● Pertinent facts 

● Recitation of formulas or 

procedures 

Stage 2: 
Use 

Successful completion of 

exercises and activities based 

on stage 1 learning. 

Successful appropriate use of 

stage 1 learning to find an 

answer or solve a problem. 

Approaching Mastery: 

Structured Application:  Use 

within a circumscribed 

framework or with guidance 

from others. 

Achieving Mastery (both): 

Selected Application:  Free 

selection of the best 

information to draw from to 

solve a problem. 

Understanding:  Ability to 

articulate what and why they 

do what they do. 

Outside authoritative sources 

(eg., textbook) 

The teacher or adopted 

curriculum 

Source-dependent 

May build with repeated 

application 

Quantifiable, measured by 

objective assessment or use 

of basic, quantifiable rubrics. 

● Academic vocabulary 

● Finding patterns 

● Comparison 

● Context 

● Use of formulas or 

procedures 

● Making and supporting a 

simple claim based on 

objective evidence 

Stage 3: 
Expand 

Students use concrete 

knowledge in support of ideas 

that are abstract, unclear, or 

have more than one possible 

option.  Students produce an 

original product using multiple 

reservoirs of 

curriculum-aligned knowledge. 

Approaching Mastery: 
Guided use of limited or 

curated sources.  May involve 

structural supports. 

Achieving Mastery: 

Independent selection of 

source material with limited to 

no structural support. 

Outside authoritative sources 

(eg., textbook), the teacher, or 

adopted curriculum as 

foundational sources. 

Student demonstration of 

authority through use of 

reasoning and/or rhetorical 

skill. 

Student-driven 

Requires simple analysis of 

multiple sources of 

information and synthesis to 

build connections and reach 

new understandings. 

Qualitative measures that 

expand expectations beyond 

a checklist and call for 

demonstration of 

understanding.  Measured by 

use of moderate to complex 

rubrics. 

● Making and supporting a 

complex claim while 

evaluating source validity 

● Justifying an action or 

procedure based on 

abstract principles 

Stage 4: 
Surpass 

Students draw from multiple 

reservoirs of knowledge to 

create hypotheses and work 

independently to support, 

refine, and explain their work. 

Student products demonstrate 

original student thought. 

 Outside authoritative sources 

(eg., textbook), the teacher, or 

adopted curriculum as 

foundational sources. 

Student demonstration of 

authority through use of 

expert skill in analyzing 

multiple, varied sources of 

authority to produce a product 

that is authoritative itself. 

Student-driven 

Learning incorporates 

complex thinking and is often 

contingent, rather than 

structured.  Informed by 

multiple sources of 

information, often across 

disciplines.  Learning often 

defies linear explanation and 

requires contextual 

understanding. 

Assessment at this stage is 

qualitative in nature, and may 

be process-based as well as 

product-based.  Complex 

rubrics that do not rely on 

quantitative measures may be 

useful for assessment. 

Different students may have 

outcomes that are qualitatively 

different yet equally 

successful. 

● Dynamic challenges that 

require constant analysis 

and modification (building 

the tallest tower, 

simulations, etc.) 

● Original research and/or 

action based on that 

research. 

● Community action to 

solve a problem or area of 

concern within or outside 

of the classroom. 
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Note:  Each of the SOU levels serves as a foundation for the next stage.  While there are multiple methods of attacking instruction for any of the stages, students can not be expected to expand or 

surpass the curriculum unless they first know and can use the curriculum. 

Stage 1 - Know  

Students demonstrate knowledge of the curriculum by being able to recognize (approaching) or recall (achieving) facts.  Examples include: vocabulary definitions, pertinent facts (eg., atomic weight of 

an element, genus and species of an animal, name of an explorer), recitation of a math formula. 

Student work in the “know” category has one objectively correct answer that is drawn from an outside authority (the teacher, a textbook, etc.).  Learning is source-dependent and accumulates, but 

does not necessarily build.  Information in this stage is relatively static.  Student progress in the know category may be quantitatively measured between and across student groups. 

Obtaining mastery of this stage is important to the student for its value on a test, as a step to the next stage of learning, and/or for understanding context.  

Steps to engagement:  Make connections, build relevance.  Why is this important in the bigger picture?  Why is this important to students? 

Stage 2 - Use  

Students are able to use what they know in completing activities and exercises relating to their knowledge.  Examples include:  academic vocabulary, finding patterns, comparison, context, using 

formulas to find a solution, making and supporting a simple claim based on objective evidence. 

Like the know category, student work in this stage has one objectively correct answer, however students are required to understand and independently apply what they have learned to reach an 

answer.  Learning is source-dependent and may build with repeated application.  Student progress in this stage may often be quantitatively measured between and across student groups and may 

rely on basic qualitative measures that are readily quantifiable (such as basic rubrics). 

Obtaining this stage is important to the student to be able to make meaning of what s/he has learned through application of what is otherwise static knowledge.  

Steps to engagement:  Connect to applications the student finds meaningful.  

Stage 3 - Expand  
Students are able to use concrete knowledge in support of ideas that are abstract, unclear, or have more than one possible option.  Students draw from multiple reservoirs of curriculum-aligned 

knowledge and learning within or between subject areas to evaluate how or why something came to be.  Examples include:  making and supporting a complex claim based in an evaluation of the 

validity and usefulness of evidence and sources, In history, this would include understanding context and the perspectives of historical actors.  Student learning in this stage is measured using more 

qualitative, rather than quantitative, measurement.  

Obtaining this stage is important to the student to be able to understand, rather than simply know, the curriculum.  At this point, because students come to understand the why, they are able to 

expand their use of what they have learned beyond the formal curriculum and use their learning to aid in a search for meaning. 

Steps to engagement:  Pose incremental questions/challenges to scaffold student thinking and discovery. 

Stage 4 - Surpass  

Students draw from multiple reservoirs of knowledge to create hypotheses and work independently to support, refine, and explain their work.  While curriculum-themed, student work in this area 

draws from multiple arenas, including those outside the curriculum and student original thought.  Student learning in this category may be evaluated qualitatively, and evaluation may be independent 

of whether a particular goal or objective was achieved. 

Obtaining this stage is important to the student to satisfy his/her curiosity, validate his/her abilities, persuade others 

Steps to engagement:  Pose a unique dynamic challenge that requires constant analysis and modification (including simulations, build the tallest tower, etc.) 


