
NYS Proficiency Levels/Reading and Writing (Literacy) 
 
Beginning-Level ESL: Reading 
LOW BEGINNING 
• Students are limited in their ability to meaningfully decode words and interpret sound-symbol relationships in English. 
• They may be able to read isolated words, common phrases, and familiar public signs with visual support. 
 
MID BEGINNING 
• Students can read familiar personal and place names, common public signs, and simple texts especially if related to immediate needs. 
• They can find information in a simple text with clear format and layout.  
• They can match illustrations to short sentences, containing some familiar words.  
• They may understand clearly related sentences when context, background knowledge, or visual information supports meaning.  
• Punctuation clues rarely support students’ comprehension. 
 
HIGH BEGINNING 
• Students usually read slowly, word by word. 
• They understand many common words and/or phrases and can phonetically decode familiar and some unfamiliar words. 
• They sometimes understand new words and phrases in context or through cognates. 
• They sometimes understand common sentence connectors. 
• Students can sometimes locate facts and specific details in short, simple texts with clear layout. 
• They often understand related sentences when context, prior knowledge, or visual information supports meaning. 
• Punctuation clues begin to support students’ comprehension. 
 
Beginning-Level ESL: Writing 
LOW BEGINNING 
• Students have few or no practical writing skills in English. 
• Their limited knowledge of English and English spelling conventions limits their ability to write down unfamiliar words. 
• They are sometimes able to write isolated words and/or common phrases, and may be able to copy/record time, addresses, names, and numbers. 
 
MID BEGINNING 
• Students can write a few phrases about self and family or other highly familiar information such as a simple description. 
• They have minimal practical writing skill in English, and demonstrate limited awareness of sound-letter correspondence and mechanics. 
• They can write some familiar numbers, letters, and words and can write down basic personal identification information. 
 
HIGH BEGINNING 
• Students have gained some practical writing skill in English, yet have limited independent expression. 
• They demonstrate some awareness of sound-letter correspondence and mechanics and can produce sentences and short phrases that have been previously 

learned or that relate to familiar topics. 
• They use simple vocabulary and sentence structure, and their writing is often characterized by errors not made by native English writers. 
 
 



Intermediate-Level ESL: Reading 
LOW INTERMEDIATE 
• Students can typically read a simple two- to three-paragraph text within a mostly familiar, mostly predictable context of daily life and experience, or a simple 

narrative, occasionally understanding the main idea of a text when content and language are familiar. 
• They read word by word or in short phrases, and can understand most common words and/or phrases. 
• They can often locate facts and some details in short, simple texts, and sometimes understand new information from texts with familiar language. 
• They occasionally understand common cultural references. 
 
MID INTERMEDIATE 
• Students can understand the purpose, main ideas, and some details in some shorter authentic and academic texts. 
• They can find specific, detailed information in prose texts, and get specific details from routine texts, such as a set of instructions. 
• They can read text with language that is mostly concrete and factual, with some abstract, conceptual, and technical vocabulary items. 
• They can read with some fluency and speed, but often need to reread to clarify. 
• They sometimes understand the meaning of new words, phrases, or idioms from context, and can sometimes distinguish between main and supporting ideas. 
• They rarely understand texts that are grammatically complex or on unfamiliar topics. 
 
HIGH INTERMEDIATE 
• Students can understand main ideas, key words, and important details in lengthier social and academic texts. 
• They can read printed or handwritten notes, letters, and schedules. 
• They can often get new information about familiar topics from reading texts with clear organization. 
• They can read simple texts on familiar academic topics with some fluency and speed, often understanding the meaning of new words from context. 
• They can usually distinguish between main and supporting ideas in texts that are accessible because of familiar content and/or language. 
• They sometimes understand texts that are grammatically complex or deal with unfamiliar topics. 
• They often understand common cultural references in texts. 
 
Intermediate-Level ESL: Writing 
LOW INTERMEDIATE 
• Students can write simple descriptions and narrations of events, stories, plans about self and family, or other highly familiar topics. 
• They use familiar vocabulary and structures and often exhibit a lack of control over grammar, vocabulary, punctuation, and spelling. 
• They can write original short texts and demonstrate some evidence of organizational ability in their writing. 
• They can write on some concrete and familiar topics and write short messages such as postcards, notes, directions, and letters. 
 
MID INTERMEDIATE 
• Students can effectively convey an idea, opinion, feeling, or experience in a simple paragraph, though their writing often exhibits a lack of strong control over 

grammar, vocabulary, punctuation, and spelling. 
• They can write short letters and notes on a familiar topic and reproduce in writing simple information they have received orally or visually. 
• They demonstrate some effective control over writing when reproducing information. 
• When creating their own texts, their language remains simple, and some phrases may be characterized by nonnative English word combinations. 
• They can write on a variety of familiar topics and write original short texts, using familiar vocabulary and structures. 
• They demonstrate some evidence of organizational ability. 
HIGH INTERMEDIATE 
• Students can effectively convey familiar information in familiar standard formats. 



• They can effectively reproduce information received orally or visually, and can take simple notes from short oral presentations or from reference materials. 
• They demonstrate good control over simple structures, but have difficulty with some complex structures and produce some nonstandard word combinations. 
• They can write about topics relating to personal and academic interests, and show some ability to write organized and developed text. 
• They use some cohesive devices appropriately and display some control of sentence structure and punctuation to indicate sentence boundaries and separation of 

ideas. 
• They sometimes use inappropriate vocabulary and word forms. 
 
 
Advanced-Level ESL: Reading 
LOW ADVANCED 
• Students can understand main ideas, key words, and important details in lengthier passages in a wider range of personal and academic texts. 
• They can usually adjust reading rate according to the content of the text, are able to use a wide range of complex textual cues to comprehend the meaning and 

structure of a text, including punctuation clues. 
• They can understand most new words, given a clear context. 
• They usually make appropriate low-level inferences, understand figurative language, and usually understand the author’s purpose, point of view, and tone. 
• They often understand texts that are either conceptually or linguistically complex. 
 
HIGH ADVANCED 
• Students can grasp main ideas, key words, and important details in a wide range of authentic social and academic texts. 
• They read most texts, including grade-appropriate academic texts, fluently, adjusting reading rate according to the text. 
• They usually understand texts that are conceptually and/or linguistically complex, and make appropriate inferences when necessary. 
• They understand the author’s purpose, point of view, and tone, and often under- stand figurative language. 
 
Advanced-Level ESL: Writing 
LOW ADVANCED 
• Students can construct coherent paragraphs on familiar concrete topics, with clear main ideas and some supporting details, and with a developing sense of 

audience. 
• They can effectively join two or three paragraphs into a larger text. 
• They sometimes produce written discourse patterns in lengthier texts that are typical for their first language rather than typical for English. 
• They can write effectively about a variety of topics, including academic topics, and usually display clear organization and development. 
• They display an awareness of audience and purpose. 
• They demonstrate control of most kinds of sentence structure, yet continue to make some errors in grammar, vocabulary, and punctuation. 
• These errors, however, rarely interfere with communication. 
 
HIGH ADVANCED 
• Students can link sentences and paragraphs to form coherent texts to express ideas on familiar concrete and abstract topics, with clear main ideas, and with an 

appropriate sense of audience. 
• They demonstrate good control over common sentence patterns, coordination, subordination, spelling, and mechanics. 
• They continue to have occasional difficulty with some complex structures, with naturalness of phrases and expressions, with organization, and with style. 
• They can write about a variety of topics, and use a variety of sentence structures for stylistic purposes. 
• They make some errors in grammar, vocabulary, and punctuation, but these do not interfere with communication.!


