
Understanding, Assessing,  
and Teaching Reading

A DIAGNOSTIC APPROACH

EIGHTH EDITION

James A. Erekson | Michael F. Opitz | Roland Schendel





Understanding, 
Assessing, and 
Teaching Reading
A Diagnostic Approach





Understanding, 
Assessing, and 
Teaching Reading
A Diagnostic Approach

Eighth Edition

James A. Erekson
University of Northern Colorado

Michael F. Opitz
Professor Emeritus, University of Northern Colorado

Roland K. Schendel
Metropolitan State University of Denver



ISBN-10:        0-13-517555-0
ISBN-13: 978-0-13-517555-2

Director and Publisher: Kevin Davis
Portfolio Manager: Drew Bennett
Managing Content Producer: Megan Moffo
Content Producer: Yagnesh Jani
Portfolio Management Assistant: Maria Feliberty
Managing Digital Producer: Autumn Benson
Digital Studio Producer: Lauren Carlson
Digital Development Editor: Kim Norbuta
Executive Product Marketing Manager: Krista Clark
Procurement Specialist: Deidra Headlee
Cover Design: Pearson CSC, Jerilyn Bockorick
Cover Art: MirageC/Moment/Getty Images
Full Service Vendor: Pearson CSC
Full Service Project Management: Pearson CSC, Padmarekha Madhukannan
Editorial Project Manager: Pearson CSC, Mirasol Dante
Printer-Binder: LSC Communications, Inc./Willard
Cover Printer: Phoenix Color/Hagerstown
Text Font: PalatinoLTPro-Roman

Credits and acknowledgments borrowed from other sources and reproduced, with permission, in 
this textbook appear on the appropriate page within text.

Copyright © 2020 by Pearson Education, Inc. 221 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030. All rights 
reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or  
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,  
or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Opitz, Michael F., author. | Erekson, James A., author. | Schendel,
   Roland K., author.
Title: Understanding, assessing, and teaching reading : a diagnostic approach 
   / Michael F. Opitz, Professor Emeritus, University of Northern Colorado, 
   James A. Erekson, University of Northern Colorado, Roland K. Schendel, 
   Metropolitan State University of Denver.
Description: 8th edition. | Hoboken : Pearson, [2018]
Identifiers: LCCN 2018049151| ISBN 9780135175552 | ISBN 0135175550
Subjects: LCSH: Reading. | Reading--Ability testing. | Reading--Remedial 
   teaching.
Classification: LCC LB1050.42 .O65 2018 | DDC 372.4--dc23 LC record available at  
https://lccn.loc.gov/2018049151

https://lccn.loc.gov/2018049151


To Dorothy Rubin  
For conceiving the original and allowing us to continue her legacy.

M.F.O., J.A.E., and R.K.S.



vi

 1 Understanding a Diagnostic Approach to Assessing  
and Teaching Reading  1

 2 Factors That Affect Reading Performance  18

 3 Classroom Assessments  33

 4 Oral Reading Assessments  61

 5 Commercial Tests  82

 6 Becoming the Teacher with a Diagnostic Mindset  96

 7 Teaching with Texts  112

 8 Early Literacy  136

 9 Comprehension  171

 10 Vocabulary  216

 11 Phonics  254

 12 Fluency  282

 13 Teaching Writing  302

 14 Partnering with Families, Teachers, and Community  326

 appendix a  Informal Reading Inventory Administration 
and Scoring Procedures  341

 appendix b  Examiner Booklet 345

 appendix c  Informal Reading Inventory Student Booklet 391

glossary� 417

index� 420

Brief Contents



vii

Contents

About the Authors xi
Preface xii

 1 Understanding a Diagnostic Approach  
to Assessing and Teaching Reading  1

Scenario: Assessing and Teaching Reading:  

A Diagnostic Approach in Action  2

Defining a Diagnostic Approach  3

Scenario: Sarah Zooms In and Zooms Out   5

Response to Intervention and its Connection  

to a Diagnostic Approach to Assessing and  

Teaching Reading  6

What are Models of the Reading Process?  8

Defining Reading for a Diagnostic Approach  

to Assessing and Teaching Reading  9

Our Definition  9

Good Reader Characteristics  10

English Learners in a Diagnostic Approach  

to Assessing and Teaching Reading  10

Ages and Stages of Literacy Development  13

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  14

Authors’ Summary  15

Think About It!  16

Websites  16

Endnotes  16

 2 Factors That Affect Reading  
Performance  18

Scenario: Cheyenne and Sara—A Study in Contrast  19

Differentiating Between In-School and  

Out-of-School Factors  20

In-School Factors  20

Content  21

Pedagogy  21

Instructional Materials  22

The Teacher  22

Instructional Time  23

School Environment  23

Diagnosed Learning Disability  23

Out-of-School Factors  24

Home Environment  24

Language Differences  25

Gender  26

Physical Health  26

Perceptual Factors  26

Emotional Well-Being  28

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  29

Authors’ Summary  29

Think About It!  30

Websites  30

Endnotes  31

 3 Classroom Assessments  33

Scenario: Teachers Talking  34

Assessment: The Big Picture  35

Assessment  35

Measurement  35

Evaluation  36

Tests  37

Diagnostic Questions  37

Authentic Assessment  37

Student Interviews  38

Interest Inventories  41

Reading Attitude Surveys  42

Observation  44

Scenario: Mr. Jackson Checks and Writes   46

Performance Assessment  48

Portfolio Assessment  49

Checklists  51

Rating Scales  51

Contrastive Analysis Checklists  51

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  57

Authors’ Summary  57

Think About It!  59

Websites  59

Endnotes  59

 4 Oral Reading Assessments  61

Scenario: Using Oral Reading to Learn More  

About Tori  62

Three Guiding Questions for a Diagnostic Approach  63

Understanding the Informal Reading Inventory  63

What Is an Informal Reading Inventory?  63

What Are the Purposes of an Informal  
Reading Inventory?  64

Determining Reading and Listening Capacity Levels  65

Reporting and Using Students’ Reading Levels  67

Code for Marking Oral Reading Miscues on the IRI  68

Scoring Oral Reading Miscues on the IRI  68

Administering, Scoring, and Interpreting the IRI  69

Understanding Modified Miscue Analysis  71



Administering, Scoring, and Interpreting a  

Modified Miscue Analysis  72

Understanding the Running Record  73

What is a Running Record?  73

What Are the Purposes of a Running Record?  73

How Do Running Records, Modified Miscue 
Analysis, and IRIs Compare?  73

How Are Running Records, MMA and IRIs Different?  74

Administering a Running Record  75

Scoring a Running Record  76

Interpreting a Running Record  77

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  79

Authors’ Summary  79

Think About It!  80

Websites  80

Endnotes  80

 5 Commercial Tests  82

Scenario: Ms. Holz—A Teacher who Knows the  

Purpose of Tests  83

Understanding the Purposes of Tests  83

Criteria for Good Tests  84

Standardized Tests  86

Selecting a Standardized Test  87

Test Score Terminology  87

Norm-Referenced Tests  89

Limitations of Norm-Referenced Measures  89

Criterion-Referenced Tests  90

Limitations of Criterion-Referenced Tests  91

Indicator Tests  91

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  93

Authors’ Summary  93

Think About It!  94

Websites  94

Endnotes  94

 6 Becoming the Teacher with a  
Diagnostic Mindset  96

Scenario: Mr. Lane Teaches Reading  97

The Diagnostic Mindset of Good Teachers  97

Characteristics and Practices of Good  
Reading Teachers  99

Four Teacher Roles in a Diagnostic Approach  

to Assessing, Learning, and Teaching Reading  100

Role 1: Planner  100

Role 2: Explicit Reading Teacher  102

Role 3: Organizer and Manager  103

Role 4: Self-Evaluator  105

Revisiting the Opening Scenarios  108

Authors’ Summary  108

Think About It!  109

Websites  109

Endnotes  110

 7 Teaching with Texts  112

Scenario: Mr. Hall’s Text-Packed Classroom  113

Understanding the Importance of Reading Texts  113

Understanding the Importance of Teaching  

with Texts  114

Understanding and Teaching Text Types  115

Commercial Books  117

Children’s Literature  119

Other Texts  126

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  131

Authors’ Summary  131

Think About It!  132

Websites  132

Children’s Literature Cited 132

Endnotes  134

 8 Early Literacy  136

Scenario: Helping Children Advance as  

Language Learners  137

Building an Understanding of Early Literacy  138

Areas of Early Literacy  139

Assessing Early Literacy  139

Pre-Reading Assessment  139

Uses of Group-Administered Standardized  
Pre-Reading Assessments  140

Suggestions for Choosing and Using  
Required Pre-Reading Tests  141

Current Ways to Assess Early Literacy  141

Understanding, Assessing, and Teaching Concepts  143

Concept Development, Language, and Reading  143

What Is a Concept?  143

How Do Concepts Develop?  144

How Does Concept Development Relate to  
Language and Reading?  145

How Can Oral-Language Concepts Be Assessed?  145

Assessing Print Concepts  147

Teaching Oral-Language and Print Concepts  148

Understanding, Assessing, and Teaching  

Phonological Awareness  152

What Is Phonological Awareness?  152

How Can Phonological Awareness Be Assessed?  154

Teaching Phonological Awareness  154

Understanding, Assessing, and Teaching  

Letter Identification  159

What Is Letter Identification?  159

How Can Letter Identification Be Assessed?  160

Teaching Letter Identification  162

viii Contents



Understanding, Assessing, and Teaching Story Sense  163

What Is Story Sense?  163

How Can Story Sense Be Assessed?  163

Teaching Story Sense and Story Comprehension  163

Putting It All Together: Who Is in Most Need  

of Early Intervention?  165

What Is Early Intervention?  165

Who Is in Most Need of Early Intervention?  165

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  167

Authors’ Summary  167

Think About It!  169

Websites  169 

Children’s Literature Cited 169

Endnotes  169

 9 Comprehension  171

Scenario: Alan’s Comprehension  172

Understanding Comprehension  172

Comprehension  172

Listening Comprehension  172

Reading Comprehension  173

Reading Comprehension Taxonomies  175

Assessing Comprehension  177

Observation  177

Questioning as a Diagnostic Technique  180

Comprehension Response Analysis  182

Cloze Procedure  182

Maze Procedure  186

Meta-Comprehension Strategy Index  186

Teaching Comprehension  187

The Directed Reading–Thinking Activity  188

Think Aloud  188

Repeated Reading  188

Reciprocal Reading Instruction  189

Literature Webbing  189

Questioning Strategies  189

Question–Answer Relationships (QARs)  191

Re-Quest  192

Questioning the Author  192

Teaching Specific Comprehension Skills  193

Main Idea of a Paragraph  193

Finding the Central Idea of a Group  
of Paragraphs  199

Drawing Inferences  202

Teaching Specific Comprehension Strategies  205

Comprehension Strategy: Making Connections  205

Comprehension Strategy: Making Predictions  207

Comprehension Strategy: Monitoring Understanding  208

Comprehension Strategy: Visualizing  209

Comprehension Strategy: Questioning  210

Comprehension Strategy: Retelling/Summarizing  210

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  212

Authors’ Summary  212

Think About It!  213

Websites  213

Children’s Literature Cited 213

Endnotes  214

 10 Vocabulary  216

Scenario: Mr. Jackson and Vocabulary Expansion  217

Understanding Vocabulary Acquisition  217

Meanings have Words  218

Three Worlds of Words: Everyday, Academic,  
and Specialized  219

Direct Vocabulary Instruction and  
Strategic Instruction  219

Vocabulary Consciousness  221

Stages of Knowing a Word  221

Types of Words 222

Sight Vocabulary  223

Defining Word Part Terms  224

Context Clues  225

Categorization  227

Analogies  227

Assessing Vocabulary  229

Teaching Vocabulary  232

Guidelines for Effective Vocabulary Instruction  232

Teaching Strategies  233

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  249

Authors’ Summary  249

Think About It!  250

Websites  250

Children’s Literature Cited 250

Endnotes  251

 11 Phonics  254

Scenario: Understanding Jorge  255

Understanding Phonics  255

Phonics Content Knowledge  256

Factors That Affect Phonics Knowledge  257

Phonics Content  257

Assessing Phonics  263

Five Meaningful Ways to Assess Phonics  263

Teaching Phonics  272

Guidelines for Exemplary Phonics Instruction  272

Eight Ways to Teach Phonics  272

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  278

Authors’ Summary  279

Think About It!  279

Websites  280

Endnotes  280

Contents ix



 12 Fluency  282

Scenario: Ms. Lewis Teaches Fluency  283

Understanding Reading Fluency  283

Defining Fluency  284

Fluency Development  285

Assessing Fluency  286

Teaching Fluency  292

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  298

Case Study: Etext Applications  298

Authors’ Summary  299

Think About It!  299

Try This!  300

Websites  300

Endnotes  300

 13 Teaching Writing  302

Scenario: Mr. Cowen Teaches Writing  303

Understanding Writing Acquisition  303

What is a Developmental Writing Continuum?  303

What is Developmental Spelling  305

What is Meant by Writing Process?  306

Assessing Writing  308

Pre-Assessment  308

Conferencing  309

Student Reflection and Self-Assessment  311

Checklists  313

Teaching Writing  314

Practices of Good Writing Teachers  314

Scenario: Mrs. Mills Reflects with Vincent  315

Teaching Writing Through Self-Reflection  315

Teaching the Six Traits of Writing  316

Thesaurus and Dictionary  317

Using the Cueing Questions to Teach Writing  319

Offering Feedback  320

Peer Conferencing  321

Revisiting the Scenarios  322

Authors’ Summary  323

Think About It!  323

Websites  324

Endnotes  324

 14 Partnering with Families, Teachers,  
and Community  326

Scenario: David’s Father Talks with Mr. Gonzalez  327

Understanding Family Involvement  327

Research on Family Involvement in Education  328

Family Involvement in Schoolwide Reading Programs  329

Television, Computers, and Reading  333

Television  333

Computers  334

Partnering with Other Teachers  335

Target Learning  335

Work Collaboratively  335

Study Effective Practices  335

Learn Through Experience  336

Commit to Growth  336

Diagnose Impact  336

Partnering with the Community  336

Revisiting the Opening Scenario  337

Authors’ Summary  338

Think About It!  338

Websites  339

Endnotes  339

appendix a Informal Reading  
Inventory Administration and  
Scoring Procedures  341

Step 1: Establish Rapport  341

Step 2: Word Recognition Inventory (WRI)  341

Step 3: Oral and Silent Reading of Passages  342

Step 4: The Listening Capacity Test  343

Step 5: Assmimilating the Results  344

appendix b Examiner Booklet  345

appendix c Informal Reading  
Inventory Student Booklet  391

Glossary  417
Index  420

x Contents



xi

About the Authors

JAMES A. EREKSON has been teaching and researching in literacy for over twenty 

years, with experience in elementary and secondary grades. His work emphasizes 

the vital role of engagement and motivation in literacy achievement. He is the author 

of practical texts for educators including Engaging Minds in Social Studies Classrooms: 

The Surprising Power of Joy, ASCD, 2014, and co-author of Accessible Assessment: How  

9 Sensible Techniques Can Power Data-driven Reading Instruction, Heinemann, 2011.

MICHAEL F. OPITZ is professor emeritus of reading education from the University 

of Northern Colorado and has investigated reading assessment and other literacy 

topics for over two decades. He is the author of numerous books, articles, and reading 

programs.

ROLAND K. SCHENDEL is a former elementary classroom teacher. With twenty years 

of experience in elementary and secondary education and educational research, he 

has committed his career to understanding and meeting the learning needs of striving 

readers and providing professional development to their teachers. He is co-author of 

25 Essential Language Arts Strategies to Help Striving Readers Succeed, Scholastic, 2011.



xii

Preface

U
nderstanding, Assessing, and Teaching Reading: A Diagnostic Approach, Eighth 

Edition, is based on the premise that a diagnostic approach to assessment and 

instruction involves asking and answering questions about each child’s read-

ing. Our goal is to provide key knowledge about the teaching of reading, to model 

how to ask and answer assessment questions based on this knowledge, and then to 

provide teaching strategies that fit best with common answers to assessment ques-

tions. To achieve this goal we have combined theory, knowledge, and skills with prac-

tical application.

The demand is greater than ever for teachers who understand why they do what they 

do in reading assessment. We emphasize the importance of teachers and explain the roles 

they play for young readers. Good teachers must understand factors that affect reading 

and also assessment techniques they can use to better understand how these factors 

affect individual readers. Good teachers ask questions about each student to help 

teachers select, administer, and interpret the most appropriate assessments. When 

information is gathered to answer questions about students, assessment is a power-

ful process. When teachers administer assessments based only on mandates and  

requirements, the validity of assessment is compromised. With the right information, 

teachers can make much better decisions about how to help readers. To this end, we 

present many reading skills, strategies, and teaching techniques that are appropriate 

follow-ups to appropriate assessments. We make no assumption that any one strategy 

or teaching technique will meet the needs of all students, so we encourage teachers to 

look for students’ strengths first and then to find teaching strategies and techniques 

that build on these strengths.

We know the term diagnostic assessment can be intimidating. In Chapter 1 we 

set the stage by describing our beliefs about the diagnostic approach clearly and in 

 student-centered ways. We hope this introduction will help teachers demystify and 

humanize reading diagnosis.

In Chapters 2 through 5 we present information on specific aspects of assess-

ment each teacher must be able to apply with understanding. They have been 

written in a specific order to prioritize techniques that provide immediately use-

ful information about each child as a reader. These chapters are oriented to three 

guiding questions that help teachers choose the most appropriate assessment 

techniques: What do I want to know? Why do I want to know it? How can I best discover 

this information?

In Chapters 6 through 13 we focus on assessment and teaching of specific aspects 

of reading and writing. Each of these chapters follows a standard format and is writ-

ten to stand alone, to be read and used in any order. We have provided titles for many 

children’s literature texts that could be used with young readers to give teachers a 

head start on carrying out as much assessment and instruction as they can with  

authentic texts.

In Chapter 14 we provide suggestions on partnering with parents, other teachers, 

and the broader community to help readers grow.

A full Informal Reading Inventory is provided in the Appendix to enable full  

implementation of the IRI as presented in Chapter 4 without requiring the purchase 

of supplemental books. We have streamlined the IRI process of scoring and interpreta-

tion to match our diagnostic approach.
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New to This Edition
Understanding, Assessing, and Teaching Reading: A Diagnostic Approach is a teacher-

friendly book designed to boost teachers’ confidence in helping young readers. We 

have kept this goal in mind in making the following substantial revisions to the 

current edition:

• A dedicated chapter on writing. Writing is fundamental to literacy growth, and 

many students’ strengths and needs in writing can be related to their growth 

as readers. 

• Bridge exercises have been added between the subsections of the chapters to 

show readers how teachers would make decisions from understanding read-

ing to assessing readers, and from assessing readers to teaching them, and how 

teaching leads to further understanding. These exercises can help instructors 

improve student interaction with text. The bridges are found in 2–3 locations in 

each chapter, to mark transition between subheadings: Understanding, Assess-

ing, and Teaching.

• Each content chapter (Chapters 8–13) features video examples newly selected 

to demonstrate best practices described in the book. By linking to visual media, 

readers will be able to see and hear what is being taught in the book.

• Application Exercises have been added to each chapter, offering students oppor-

tunities to apply what they are learning to realistic classroom situations. The spe-

cific challenges of assessing and teaching English learners are featured strongly 

in each set of exercises. These exercises are found throughout each chapter near 

the “bridge” sections.

• Updated children’s literature references are inserted throughout the book. More 

recent books will match better what teachers will find in public and school 

libraries. A special focus on updated children’s literature is given in Chapter 7.

• The updated research base and references include review of 110 research articles 

and chapters published since the last edition, with dozens of references added or 

changed to refresh the book’s identification with current research. The text con-

nects readers to the most up-to-date information on diagnostic assessment, read-

ing engagement, teaching with texts, factors that affect reading achievement, 

comprehension, vocabulary, phonics, reading fluency, and the role of teachers. 

These new references can be found in each chapter’s endnotes.

• Printable sample assessment forms are included. Readers can see what assess-

ment record keeping looks like, with both blank masters and copies filled in with 

teacher coding. These documents are linked within Chapters 8–13.

Video-Enhanced Pearson eText
Understanding, Assessing, and Teaching Reading: A Diagnostic Approach is available for the 

first time as a Pearson eText. The affordable, convenient, interactive version of this text 

includes tools to help navigate and understand important, current content. The Pearson 

eText is available with a black-and-white, loose-leaf printed version of the text.

Features of the Pearson eText include:

• Tools to take and share notes, highlight and bookmark chapter concepts, and 

search by keyword
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• Accessible from your computer, iPad, or Android tablet with the Pearson 

eText app

• More affordable than a traditional textbook

• Extended-access upgrade is available.

• Glossary key terms are linked to the eText glossary, offering students an oppor-

tunity to clarify any term while they are reading, without skipping concepts 

they do not understand.

• Videos are an interactive eText feature in every chapter. These videos offer a 

glimpse at the real world of teaching. View interviews of experts and footage of 

teachers and administrators discussing and applying chapter concepts.

Enjoy the advantages of an eText, plus the benefits of print, all for less than the price 

of a traditional book! To learn more about the enhanced Pearson eText, go to www.

pearsonhighered.com/.

Support Materials for Instructors
The following resources are available for instructors to download on pearsonhighered. 

com/educator. Click the “Support for Educators” link, then click Download Supple-

ments and enter the author or title of this book, select this particular edition of the 

book to log in, and download textbook supplements.

Test Bank (0135178576)
The Test Bank includes a robust collection of test items. Some items (lower-level 

questions) simply ask students to identify or explain concepts and principles they 

have learned. But many others (higher-level questions) ask students to apply those 

same concepts and principles to specific classroom situations—that is, to actual student 

behaviors and teaching strategies.

PowerPoint Slides 
These lecture slides (0135465974) highlight key concepts and summarize key content 

from each chapter of the text.

Acknowledgments
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2 Chapter 1

English Learners in a Diagnostic Approach to Assessing and Teaching 

Reading

Ages and Stages of Literacy Development to Consider in a Diagnostic 

Approach to Assessing and Teaching Reading

 Learning Outcomes

After reading this chapter, you should be able to . . . 

 1.1 Discuss the attributes of a diagnostic approach to assessing and 

teaching reading and the beliefs on which it is based.

 1.2 Describe the basic ideas that form the foundation of Response to 

Intervention and how they connect to a diagnostic approach.

 1.3 Explain how reading can be defined and how defining reading 

influences a diagnostic approach.

 1.4 Compare and contrast proficient and less proficient reading 

behaviors.

 1.5 Define English Learners and explain the levels of language 

proficiency through which they progress.

 1.6 Construct a timeline that shows how readers change over time.

Scenario

Assessing and Teaching Reading: A Diagnostic 

Approach in Action

When you walk into Ms. Prazzo’s third-grade classroom, you realize that something special 

is taking place; you can sense the excitement of learning. Often no one notices your 

arrival because they are so engrossed in what they are doing; they are both motivated and 

engaged.

Ms. Prazzo’s classroom hums with learning noise. It’s a room in which children and 

teacher alike are involved in a dynamic and interactive teaching and learning program 

driven by ongoing assessment. Ms. Prazzo is constantly asking her students questions, and 

answering theirs. These questions range from those about how readers feel and what they 

believe about reading to questions about how they think before, during, and after reading 

to questions about how they use structures such as words, letters, sounds, and grammar. 

She returns constantly to three powerful questions when choosing assessment tools: What 

do I want to know? Why do I want to know that? How can I best discover this information? 

She also asks a fourth question: How can I use what I discover? Because she answers these 

questions for each student she works with, she can design targeted, purposeful instruction 

and groupings to help her advance the growth of all readers.

Throughout the day, you can observe Ms. Prazzo “zooming in” to focus on individuals and 

then “zooming out” to apply what she knows to groups or the whole class. This requires flexible, 

dynamic grouping tailored to children’s strengths and needs. Children flow from one group 

to another, depending on the purpose of the group. Groups are formed and dissolved based 

on specific goals and purposes, not as ongoing ability groups. It’s not unusual at any given 

moment to see her class split into a variety of group types: small groups, pairs, and individuals.
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Defining a Diagnostic Approach
A diagnostic approach to assessing and teaching reading is a comprehensive way of 

using data that is gathered by examining three primary components of effective reading 

instruction: learner, instruction, and context. This examination is ongoing and multi-

faceted in that it requires teachers to use a variety of assessment techniques, including 

student self-assessment, teacher self-assessment, and assessment of instructional mate-

rials and contexts to provide the best possible instruction for all learners. It is based on 

the following beliefs:

1. Problem-solving for any complicated system requires diagnostic tools. Systems are made 

of components that in turn have their own moving parts. Components interact 

with each other in a system to make something larger happen. Monitoring the 

inner workings of a system helps people notice when something goes wrong, 

to keep it in good working order and figure out how to improve the system. 

Moreover, diagnostics can help people avoid tinkering with components that 

need no help.

Reading is one such complex system. When people read, different sets of “mov-

ing parts” interact among the texts they read, the contexts in which they read, 

and themselves as readers. To help all learners achieve strong reading potential, 

educators use a diagnostic approach to examine all three areas and identify learner 

strengths and needs.

2. Reading diagnosis is about knowing readers. Although the word diagnosis is frowned on 

by many educators for one reason or another, we maintain that when the original 

Greek meaning, “to come to know,” is emphasized, it is a useful term to discuss 

how to identify children’s reading strengths and needs. We subscribe to the defini-

tion of diagnosis offered in The Literacy Dictionary:

The act, process, or result of identifying the nature of a disorder or disability 

through observation and examination. As the term is used in education, it 

often includes the planning of instruction and an assessment of the strengths 

and weaknesses (i.e., needs) of the student.1

Conferencing is at the heart of Ms. Prazzo’s zoom in, zoom out approach. She meets 

with each of her students at least once every week to review progress and to establish new 

goals. She keeps copious notes from these conferences and uses them to inform her future 

instruction.

Ms. Prazzo is always probing, questioning, and keeping a sharp eye out for what 

her students do well and for that they are showing her they need to learn. But she also 

continually reflects to evaluate herself as a teacher, the materials she uses when teaching, 

and the classroom context. For example, she constantly adds to the classroom library as 

a result of what she learns from talking with students about reading interests. She fully 

understands that interest and attitudes significantly influence reading and wants to make sure 

that the classroom environment supports her students’ interests and promotes a positive 

association with reading. To that end, she has learned from her students that many di�erent 

types of text count as reading, and she has included them as a part of the classroom library 

and explicit reading instruction. These include magazines, brochures, newspapers, comics, 

and electronic texts. She also regularly shares with students what she is reading and explains 

why she reads.

Ms. Prazzo is passionate about assessing, learning, and teaching reading, and her passion 

plays out every day in her classroom. She continually strives to be the best possible teacher. A 

diagnostic approach is central to her ongoing growth as a teacher and her students’ learning 

and development.
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When analyzing this definition, two points that relate to a diagnostic approach to 

assessing and teaching reading become evident:

• Using observation and other assessment techniques throughout the school day 

is necessary to figure out students’ strengths and needs.

• Using what is discovered from the observations and assessment techniques is 

essential for planning appropriate instruction.

The necessity of looking for both strengths and needs cannot be overstated. 

Knowledge of what a child can do is always helpful in providing insight into their 

needs. Just as important is to recognize that many factors affect reading perfor-

mance (the topic of Chapter 2).

Our rationale for using the word diagnosis leads us to use a computer coder as a 

positive metaphor for diagnostics. Consider the tasks of computer coders. They use 

diagnostic tools that will help them to identify strengths and potential in the code 

they write and any possible errors or bugs. Coders who apply diagnostic tools can 

improve and find new uses for good code as well as use the same tools to repair faults.

Therefore, it is the diagnostic approach to assessing and teaching reading that 

we promote in this text. Teachers first search for strengths and use those strengths 

to build up to what students need to learn. This search for strengths extends beyond 

the learner and includes instruction, texts, and contexts—all of which influence 

reading development.

Our view of diagnosis is supported by the 10 principles set forth by the posi-

tion statement Excellent Reading Teachers, from the Board of Directors of the Inter-

national Reading Association (IRA):

• Diagnosis underlies prevention.

• Early diagnosis is essential in order to ameliorate reading problems from the 

start.

• Diagnosis is continuous.

• Diagnosis and instruction are interwoven.

• Diagnosis is a means to improvement; it is not an end in itself.

• Teacher-made as well as published reading assessment instruments are used in 

diagnosis.

• Noneducational as well as educational factors are considered.

• Diagnosis identifies strengths as well as needs.

• Diagnosis is an individual process; that is, in diagnosis, the teacher focuses on an 

individual child. (Diagnostic information can be obtained from various contexts: 

working in a one-on-one relationship with a child, observing a child in a group, 

or observing a child doing seatwork.)

• The teacher works to establish rapport and treats each student as an individual 

worthy of respect.2

3. Identifying readers’ strengths is a good first step in accelerating readers’ growth. Children 

are always showing what they know and need to know. For example, a child who 

is reading every word correctly yet cannot discuss what has been read shows that 

the reader knows how to identify words. What needs attention is comprehension. 

Using the strength to teach to the need, a teacher might begin by using a preview-

ing technique, such as identifying key words in a text that support discussion on 

what the book will be about. Strong word identification makes this comprehension 

strategy more viable.

As you can see, beginning with strengths is anything but pretending that stu-

dents know everything and just need to be encouraged. Instead, teachers who look 
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for strengths first see the child as the one who can bring something to the new 

learning to begin from a position of strength. We are under no false assumptions 

about reader factors that might need to be addressed to help the reader achieve. 

But we also acknowledge that many readers have not had sufficient opportunities 

to develop strengths before they are labeled with a term such as at risk, deficient, 

or below grade level. Until each child has had many engaged opportunities to develop 

and apply her strengths to texts and contexts (over weeks and months of time), 

we should not be too hasty in assuming that all reading difficulties emanate from 

the reader. In fact, this is one of the premises behind intervention models such as 

those that are often used under the auspices of Response to Intervention: teachers 

should first assume the need is for a different instructional approach. 

4. Identifying needs is an important part of a diagnostic approach. As stated above, 

learners are always showing what they know and need to know. Part of help-

ing children to move forward is to carefully document their needs and to design 

appropriate instruction to address those needs. Our diagnostic approach to assess-

ing and teaching reading suggests a clear priority of first looking for strengths in 

all three dimensions of reading. That is, a teacher will want information from the 

affective domain (i.e., interests, attitudes, and identity), cognitive domain (i.e., 

metacognition and comprehension), and perceptual domain (i.e., word knowl-

edge and phonics).

5. Zooming in and out is essential. Another key aspect of our model is what we call 

“zooming in and zooming out.” Zooming in means spending time getting to know 

just one learner very well and learning to teach based on this knowledge. Zooming 

out means figuring out how to scale the management of information and planning 

for groups and whole classes. As Ms. Prazzo illustrates in our opening scenario, 

when teachers zoom in, they get to know one student in depth. Doing so can help 

teachers to develop dispositions, knowledge, and skills necessary for working with 

young learners. When teachers zoom out, they learn to apply this same disposition, 

knowledge, and skill when teaching small groups or a whole class. They generalize 

their understandings to the wider audiences.

Scenario

Sarah Zooms In and Zooms Out

“I don’t know how you handle all that chaos!” says Audra, observing free-choice reading in 

Sarah’s second-grade class. Crates of books on a central table look like a feeding frenzy as 

students move back and forth, picking out and replacing books. Before the observation, Audra 

learned that all the books were selected based on an interest inventory. “How do you help 

them find the right level?” she asks.

“I look at text levels in a broad way,” Sarah answers. “The research is pretty clear that 

books within the K–1 range are more or less the same. The same is true for the discrete levels 

in second grade. By third grade, the range of texts is broader. The librarian and I keep the 

crates in a range that matches grades K–3. But if books the kids ask for come from higher 

levels, we put them in the crate anyway. I want to help each kid find an emotional match—a 

kind of text, a topic, a genre, or whatever can hook them. I have learned that there is more than 

one way to match readers and texts and that this emotional (a�ective) matching is powerful. 

When the emotional match is good, the words and sentences seem much easier to read for 

some readers.”



6 Chapter 1

Response to Intervention and its 
Connection to a Diagnostic Approach 
to Assessing and Teaching Reading
Our diagnostic approach to assessing and teaching reading aligns with intervention 

models that fall under the recent Response to Intervention initiative.

The 2004 update of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act 

(IDEIA) specifies that it is no longer necessary to identify all learning problems (e.g., 

learning to read) as severe enough to be classified as learning disabilities. This policy 

is called Response to Intervention. See the Appendix for the International Literacy 

Association’s Guiding Principles on RtI. The ILA commission on RtI summarizes the 

actual laws and provides clear principles for how to put the intent of the laws into 

action.

The three-step process entails providing children who appear to be struggling 

with the best possible instruction in the regular classroom and taking a look at how 

they perform. If the child makes little or no progress, the second step involves provid-

ing supplementary instruction, either individually or in a small group. The classroom 

“Yeah, but it looks like most of the kids aren’t really staying with any one text. What if they 

never get focused and get down to reading?”

“Oh, I’m totally with you there. I never would have been able to handle the constant shift of 

interests if I hadn’t learned the importance of zooming in closely on one student for an entire 

trimester before thinking about “zooming out” to my whole class. Raul couldn’t stay focused 

on one topic week to week in our tutoring sessions, but I finally learned that it was all part of 

the search. When he learned that I was really going to follow through on bringing him what he 

was interested in, he was always engaged in what I brought and ‘tried it on for size.’ Gradually, 

he became more willing to tell me what he wanted next. It took us a few weeks, but we soon 

had a pile of texts he was interested in browsing through, and before long, we found one he 

got totally hooked on—his touchstone text. He helped me learn that it’s natural for kids to need 

a lot of time to get to know a lot of texts before they settle on those they can get addicted to. It 

took a crate of books just for him! So then I figured if it was really important, I should zoom out 

and scale it for the whole class. Let me show you how I organize it.”

Audra and Sarah walk over to a file cabinet, and Sarah pulls out a student folder. Opening 

it, she comments, “Each student’s interest—what they’re looking for now and what they’ve 

liked in the past—is all in the sticky notes on the interest section of the reader profile. All the 

students know they’re on the hunt for what will get them hooked. That’s what we talk about in 

our individual conferences each week. When their interests change, I write about it on a sticky 

note and add it to the profile. For example, when I look over and see Mandy sifting through the 

pile, I know she’s already got her crocodile books and she’s looking for something else! I’m 

comfortable with the whole class looking like chaos because I know that it really is not; on the 

personal level, each student is pursuing a goal to find reading that will engage them.”

“I don’t know if I could do this all at once like you’re doing,” Audra says.

“I don’t think you should,” Sarah replies. “I would suggest zooming in on one student for 

six to eight weeks as a tryout. The power you experience with one student will help you get a 

feel for how it works and the confidence you need to start scaling it for your whole class—to 

zoom out.”

Enhanced eText Application Exercise 1.1: Developing Questions in a  

Diagnostic Approach 
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Bridge: From Understanding to Assessment

When teachers understand that ______, then teachers will ______.

Diagnostic assessment depends on asking 

questions about individual readers,

Select and design assessment tools best fit to answer 

questions they have about individual readers.

Not rely solely on information from required tests, because 

these tools are not usually selected with questions about 

individuals in mind.

Good questions arise from listening to and 

observing readers,

Take notes on reading behaviors.

Make time to talk with readers about the invisible cognitive 

and affective processes during reading.

Review their own understanding of important components 

of reading, such as texts, motivation, comprehension, 

vocabulary, or phonics, so they can make sense of 

observations.

Outside factors can impact reading, Investigate the impact of outside factors before assuming 

anything about individual readers.

Meaningful data are those that answer  

specific questions about readers,

Use assessment tools that offer convincing and usable 

data about reading behaviors and about readers’ cognitive 

and affective reading processes.

Strengths should be used to plan for needs, Systematically gather and document strengths for each 

student that can be used to plan instructional situations.

Answers to questions about individuals can 

be “zoomed out” to find diagnostic patterns 

that apply to groups or a whole class,

Chart assessment data for whole classes to look for 

patterns.

Rebuild groups regularly to fit known student strengths and 

needs, avoiding static ability groups.

Be able to avoid the labels for readers that tend to come 

with ability grouping rather than diagnostic groupings.

teacher or another professional provides this instruction. If the child still makes little 

progress, additional tests are administered to determine whether there is a specific 

learning disability. If there is an identifiable disability, the child is assigned special 

education support and given more intensive intervention.

Intervention is a key word here. Just as with a diagnostic approach, RtI insists that 

identifying a problem early on and doing something to improve reading ensures that 

students will continue to progress in reading. The point of intervening is to avoid build-

ing patterns of frustration and failure so hard for young people and their teachers to 

overcome. And, as discussed in nearly every chapter in this book, there are important 

reading assessment techniques teachers can use to identify student strengths and needs 

beginning in preschool and kindergarten. Each technique is accompanied by teaching 

suggestions to assist teachers with planning appropriate instruction.

However, policies of intervention can come at a cost. Readers are acutely aware 

when instructional interventions turn into social groups. Stratifying classrooms into an 

economy of “haves and have-nots” is not the intent of Response to Intervention. It is 

well known that grouping already-strong readers together means that other groups get 

organized based on progressive identification of weaknesses—not strengths. Teachers 

must be prepared to group students based on strengths and flexible needs rather than 

contributing to the problem of tracking students in the early years of schooling. Teach-

ers can be part of the solution by doing all they can to dismantle language that labels 

students, such as calling them “my high kids” or “my low kids.”3

The climate of assessment in the United States pushes teachers to perceive children 

who have not yet learned to read by the end of grade one as deficient, and implies that 

these deficiencies are cognitive and must be corrected by teaching, and that difficulties with 

learning to read are unusual. A diagnostic approach should enable teachers to overcome 

these pressures: to focus on young people who are still learning to read as part of a normal 

spectrum of learning, and to understand that many of these readers’ difficulties are social 

and affective rather than cognitive, and that reading is difficult for many normal people 
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to master.4 All assessment and teaching strategies must be about ensuring learners receive 

the instruction that builds on strengths first. When teachers are asked to look at children’s 

progress or lack thereof, looking beyond learners to the instruction they have or have not 

received is essential to ensure that they did indeed receive a fair chance to learn to read 

for their age.

What are Models of the  
Reading Process?
Definitions of reading are usually classified into one of three models. In fact, the 

field of reading is replete with theories, and different catchphrases are sometimes 

assigned to the same general theories, further confusing those who try to under-

stand the various theories. Controversy has centered on whether the reading process 

is a holistic one (emphasis on meaning)—that is, a top-down model; a subskill pro-

cess (code emphasis)—that is, a bottom-up model; or, more recently, an interactive  

model. The interactive model is somewhat but not entirely a combination of the top-

down and bottom-up models in that both processes can take place simultaneously, 

depending on the difficulty of the material for the individual reader. (See Figure 1.1.)

There is widespread agreement that reading is a complex process orchestrating mul-

tiple areas of learning and development, not a single skill. Simply learning how to decode 

words with phonics does not result in reading if this is not paired with listening compre-

hension to result in reading comprehension. Listening comprehension is related to knowl-

edge of word meanings (in speaking and listening vocabulary). Both of these aspects of 

spoken language can impact both word reading and reading comprehension.5 Further, 

those who read with a sense of purpose and meaning make more appropriate strategic 

decisions when reading, as compared with readers who merely decode words accurately. 

Readers who are motivated and will engage in wide reading, and are more likely to apply 

skills than those who prefer not to read. Motivation and engagement go beyond the behav-

ioral and cognitive and into the affective areas of human thinking. Teachers who teach 

with a diagnostic mindset work simultaneously across these areas, embracing reading as a 

complex process for any person, let alone the young people who are expected to master it!

Classroom practices are based on the theories that teachers embrace. Those who 

believe in a bottom-up model may emphasize decoding to the exclusion of meaning; 

those who believe primarily in a top-down model might emphasize meaning at the 

expense of word knowledge. Those who believe in an interactive model will probably 

use a combination of both.

Figure 1.1 Models of Reading

Interactive Model of the Process of Learning Reading. Learning to read is neither a bottom-up model 

only nor a top-down model only. In an interactive model, readers move back and forth between 

larger meaning and less meaningful pieces and parts of words. Learning about sounds and letters 

is informed by knowing that reading is about making meaning with texts. Likewise, purposeful 

meaning-making with texts motivates learners to master the less meaningful pieces and parts we 

use to make words, sentences, and texts.

Letters & Sounds

Words

Phrases & Sentences

Whole Texts

Enhanced eText

Video Example 1.1

Sensation & Perception: Top-

Down and Bottom-Up Processing. 

This video offers concrete 

examples of what top-down 

and bottom-up processing are 

like. https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=TLHlfPTRekA

Enhanced eText

Video Example 1.2

The Interactive Reading Model. 

With this video, learn more 

about the interaction between 

objective perception of the text 

and its features, each reader’s 

subjective approaches to the text 

(such as prior knowledge and 

motivation), and the influence 

of the learning context on how 

readers understand what they 

read. https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=rcEkzHtfWhg

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TLHlfPTRekA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcEkzHtfWhg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TLHlfPTRekA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcEkzHtfWhg
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Reading theorists sometimes tend to be exclusive; they promote their own theory 

and neglect others. The classroom teacher, however, need not accept any either–or 

dichotomy, but rather should seek a synthesis of all elements that have proven work-

able; that is, a classroom teacher can take elements from any research-based theories to 

best fit the individual strengths and needs of students. Good teachers realize readers 

are complex and that there are no one-size-fits-all answers.

Extreme perspectives prejudice teachers’ diagnostic decisions, making it difficult 

for them to examine all aspects of reading. Each reader is different, and some readers’ 

minds lean toward a top-down model, which needs to be nurtured as a strength while 

being balanced with attention to meaning. Likewise, some readers lean toward sense-

making and pay less attention to phonics cues. This is a strength that becomes more 

powerful when balanced with usable phonics knowledge. In the interest of each indi-

vidual student, the interactive version of the diagram shown in Figure 1.1 is designed to 

enable teachers to move back and forth between work with meaningful wholes, such as 

phrases, sentences, paragraphs, chapters, and articles, and discrete parts, such as words, 

sounds, syllables, and letters. The interactive model of reading is more flexible than any 

model that assumes one direction of teaching works best for all learners.6

Defining Reading for a Diagnostic 
Approach to Assessing and  
Teaching Reading
Reading is a dynamic, complex act that involves bringing meaning to the printed page, 

and taking meaning from the printed page. Too often, educators view reading only as 

passive reception of an author’s meaning. Cognitive research has demonstrated that 

strong readers bring their backgrounds, experiences, and emotions into play as they 

read. This research further implies that students who are upset or physically ill will bring 

these feelings to their reading, influencing their performance. Yet another implication is 

that a person with existing background knowledge from home, movies and games, or 

other books will gain more from reading the material than someone who is less knowl-

edgeable. For example, a student who is a good critical thinker will gain more from a 

critical passage than one who is not. A student who has strong dislikes will come away 

with a different understanding and feelings than a student with strong likes related to 

a given text.

As this explanation suggests, the definition we choose influences the assessment 

and teaching of reading. This particular definition, for example, suggests that one 

would be interested in addressing students’ backgrounds relative to a given text or 

topic, their feelings (or affect), and their overall wellness.

Our Definition
As noted above, we see reading as a balance between three domains. In Fitzgerald’s 

review,7 she characterized these as follows:

1. Affective: how readers feel and what they believe about reading. A clear body of 

research exists on readers’ attitudes, identity, and interests. This research has been 

applied to both assessment and teaching.

2. Global: how readers think and process meaning when they read (comprehension) 

and when they think about their reading (metacognition)—cognitive and meta-

cognitive processes.

3. Local: how readers use the structural parts of language to help them think. This includes 

how readers decode, apply vocabulary knowledge, and use their sense of syntax.
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To teach these domains of reading well, teachers must ask and answer questions 

about all three aspects of reading for each student. This is foundational for diagnostic 

assessment. The affective domain has a governing effect on the global and local pro-

cesses. That is, when students experience high interest, positive attitudes, and a strong 

identity with reading, these pave the way for progress in learning global and local skills 

such as comprehending sentences and paragraphs or identifying new words. Conversely, 

when readers experience unengaging material, develop negative attitudes, and believe 

reading is more for other people than for them, then teaching of global and local skills 

falls on stony ground—the seeds of teaching will not grow there! A comprehensive, diag-

nostic approach to assessment and teaching begins with the affective mind, and keeps its 

governing role front and center while asking questions about other aspects of reading.

Our diagnostic model puts teachers in a position of asking questions about these 

three domains constantly throughout teaching and learning. This is evident in the 

assessment tools we provide in this text.

Good Reader Characteristics
Teachers need to be mindful of what makes someone a good reader, because these 

characteristics help to set “big picture” goals for readers in a diagnostic approach to 

assessing and teaching reading. Regardless of how theorists frame the reading process 

and regardless of the definitions teachers adopt for reading, some reader characteristics 

remain constant and cut across all definitions.

Proficient readers have a large repertoire of strategies at their disposal, which they 

use to help them better comprehend the text at hand. (See Table 1.1.) The strategies they 

employ will shift, depending on their background for the text and the manner in which 

the text is written. If they have read and heard stories, for instance, they most likely 

have an understanding of story structure (i.e., the pattern used to write stories). This 

text structure poses few, if any, difficulties, so they are able to read with greater ease.

In essence, then, good readers are active, purposeful, evaluative, thoughtful, strate-

gic, persistent, and productive.8 We explain attributes of a good reader in Table 1.2. But 

what do we do with children who do not carry this label? Can we teach them the “good 

reader” characteristics? Thanks to the work of researchers who have designed metacogni-

tion learning programs to explore this question, we know that the answer is “yes.” But 

the characteristics must be explicitly taught; for whatever reason, less proficient readers 

do not acquire them with as little explicit instruction as do many good readers.

Regardless of a child’s level of proficiency, helping all children to maximize their full 

potential as readers is more important than assigning a label, a view that is supported by 

the Council for Exceptional Children.9 Remember that the goal is to discover children’s 

strengths and needs and to design appropriate instruction to address these. Put another 

way, children are always ready to learn something and our job as teachers is to figure out 

what that something is. Learning is what we’re after. The success of education depends 

on adapting teaching to the individual differences among learners. The fact that children 

vary is natural; what is unnatural is to assume that all children are the same.10

English Learners in a Diagnostic 
Approach to Assessing and Teaching 
Reading
What we have said about the diagnostic approach in this chapter (and continue to 

espouse in the chapters that follow) applies to all learners, because we insist that indi-

vidualization is central to successful reading instruction. English learners are children 
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Proficient Reading Behaviors Less Proficient Reading Behaviors

Attempt to make what is read sound like language  

and make sense.

Attempt to identify all of the words correctly.

Monitor what is read for sense and coherence. Monitor what is read for correct letter/sound and 

word identification.

Build meaning using the text, the reader’s purpose, 

and the reader’s background.

Build meaning by attempting to identify the letters 

and words correctly.

Use a variety of strategies when a reader gets stuck 

on a word or phrase, and is losing both fluency 

and meaning: reread, rethink, read on and return 

if necessary, substitute, skip it, sound it out, seek 

assistance, use text aids (pictures, graphs, charts), 

ignore it, or stop reading.

Use a limited range of strategies when meaning 

breaks down: Sound it out or skip it.

Selectively sample the print; use a mixture of visual 

(print) and nonvisual (background) information.

Use most of the visual (print) information.

Use and integrate a variety of language systems to 

create meaning.

Rely heavily on graphemes, graphophonemics, and 

morphemes.

Vary the manner in which texts are read based on 

purpose.

Read all texts in a similar manner regardless of 

purpose.

Correct one in three miscues, on average. Correct one in 20 miscues, on average.

Attempt to correct miscues that affect meaning. Attempt to correct miscues that fail to resemble the 

word.

“Chunk” what is read. Process letter by letter, which results in tunnel vision.

Source: Copyright © 2005 From Dimensions of Literacy: A Conceptual Base for Teaching Reading and Writing in School Settings by 
Kucer, S. Reproduced by permission of Taylor and Francis Group, LLC,  a division of Informa plc.

Table 1.1 Summary of Proficient and Less Proficient Reading Behaviors

Good Reader 

Attributes Explanation

Active Readers bring their own experiences to reading the text and to constructing meaning. 

They make predictions and make decisions such as what to read and reread, and when 

to slow down or speed up.

Purposeful Readers often have a purpose in mind when they read a text. For example, they might 

choose to read for enjoyment or entertainment. At other times, they might read to 

discover specific details.

Evaluative Readers evaluate what they are reading, asking themselves whether the text is meeting 

their initial purposes for reading it. They also evaluate the quality of the text and whether 

it is of value. They react to the text both emotionally and intellectually. Readers also 

evaluate their interaction with others in different instructional groupings as well as their 

ability to function as both leaders and followers in the group.

Thoughtful Readers think about the text selection before, during, and after reading. Before reading, 

they think about what they might already know. During reading, they think about how 

the current text relates to what they already know. After reading, they think about what 

the text offered and formulate their interpretations of it.

Strategic Readers use specific strategies such as predicting, monitoring, and visualizing to ensure 

that they are comprehending the text.

Persistent Readers keep reading a text even when it might be rather difficult if they feel that the 

text is helping them to accomplish a set purpose.

Productive Readers are productive in more than one way. For instance, they bring their own 

experiences to the text at hand to construct or produce their understanding of it. 

Because they are engaged with reading, they are more productive in terms of the 

amount of reading they do.

Source: Based on Duke, N. K., and Pearson, P. D., “Effective Practices for Developing Reading Comprehension,” in A. E. Farstrup 
and S. J. Samuels, eds., What Research Has to Say about Reading Instruction, 3rd ed. Newark, DE: International Reading  
Association, 2002, pp. 205–242.

Table 1.2 Explanations of Good Reader Attributes

who collectively bring a vast array of languages other than English to school. Because 

teachers may not know English learners’ home language(s), the diagnostic approach to 

assessing, learning, and teaching might seem impossible. But this need not be the case. 
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Let’s begin by understanding who English language learners (ELLs) are and how they 

become proficient English speakers.

Researchers have identified different levels of language proficiency through which 

language learners progress.11 Figure 1.2 draws on these initial delineations of levels 

as well as others’ adaptations of them.12 Through it, we show the levels as delineated 

in the TESOL standards,13 and provide a brief description of each. Keep in mind that 

when learning a new language, most people progress through these levels, regardless 

of age or grade in school.

Also, as Freeman and Freeman14 make clear, language learning is not one single 

process. Rather, there are several lines of proficiency that develop, depending on social 

situations. When using language in less formal settings, such as when having conversa-

tions with friends, ELLs may demonstrate that they have acquired Basic Interpersonal 

Communicative Skills (BICS) and be functioning at level 5 (bridging), an advanced 

level of language acquisition. However, these same learners can have difficulty using 

language in more formal settings, such as school, where they may demonstrate that 

they are functioning at level 3 (developing), the middle level of language proficiency. 

They need assistance in acquiring academic language. In other words, children who 

appear to be functioning at one given level are instead functioning at different levels, 

depending on how they are called on to use language.

Teachers should first learn all they can about existing literacy skills in home lan-

guages. Research clearly agrees that reading and writing practices in a home language 

can be used to the advantage of English learners, helping them develop reading pro-

cesses and practices that can be generalized to English literacy.

Moreover, schools must survey the languages represented among students and 

provide contrastive analyses of home languages compared with English.15 In particular, 

literacy teachers need to know major differences among phonemes and grammatical 

words. For example, many world languages have far fewer vowel sounds than 

English—the short-i and short-e phonemes do not exist in Spanish. The opaque and 

often illogical spellings of English vowels may be hard to master when some learners 

cannot yet hear these new phonemes perfectly. Many world languages do not have 

articles like the or a, instead having other ways to specify things about nouns. Such 

linguistic facts about home languages clearly have an impact on teaching reading and 

should be gathered and compiled for teachers to use in planning and administering 

assessments and instruction.

Figure 1.2 Levels of Language Proficiency, Descriptions, and Implicationsoficienc Descriptions, and Implications

Levels of Language
Proficiency Description

Students have a limited understanding of English. They may respond 
using nonverbal cues in an attempt to communicate basic needs. They
begin to imitate others and use some single words or simple phrases.

Level 1: Starting

Students are beginning to understand some phrases and simple 
sentences. They respond using memorized words and phrases.

Level 2: Emerging

Students� listening comprehension improves, and they can understand
written English. Students are fairly comfortable engaging in social
conversations using simple sentences, but they are just beginning 
to develop their academic language proficiency.

Level 3: Developing

Students understand and frequently use conversational English with
relatively high accuracy. They are able to communicate their ideas 
in both oral and written contexts.They are also showing the ability to
use academic vocabulary.

Level 4: Expanding

Students comprehend and engage in conversational and academic
English with proficiency. They perform at or near grade level in reading,
writing, and other content areas.

Level 5: Bridging
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Ages and Stages of Literacy Development
Reading ability continues to develop throughout life. For that matter, so do writing, 

speaking, listening, and viewing abilities. In fact, we might say that reading ability 

grows with active involvement in using oral language, print, and other media. In gen-

eral, children at given ages share common characteristics in terms of reading and writ-

ing abilities. Different reading researchers and educators cast these characteristics into 

stages of growth to help teachers determine who is displaying age-appropriate reading 

behaviors.16 Knowing some of these behaviors can also be extremely helpful in trying 

to determine who might need further assistance with learning to speak, listen, read, 

or write.

Table 1.3 shows the stages of literacy growth and some of their descriptors. Keep 

in mind that stages can overlap and that students rarely display every characteristic of 

one stage before they move into another. Many of the characteristics stay the same from 

Stage Brief Description Sample Benchmarks

Early Emergent. Viewed as a foundation on which children develop oral 

language and a curiosity about print.

Attends to read-alouds.

Typically before kindergarten. Uses oral language for different purposes.

Likes playing with movable or magnetic letters.

Knows several nursery rhymes.

Uses paper and writing utensils to attempt writing.

Emergent Literacy. Children show more interest in all aspects of literacy. Retains oral directions.

Enjoys tongue twisters.

Typically kindergarten; may 

overlap into the beginning of first 

grade.

Knows some concepts about print such as book parts, 

word boundaries, and how to handle a book.

Recognizes and names most letters.

Shows evidence of being phonemically aware.

Can write own name.

Uses some punctuation.

Beginning Reading and Writing. Oral language facility expands. Children develop word 

analysis skills, and start to show fluency in reading and 

increased understanding of many words. Their writing 

begins to follow print conventions.

Uses increased oral vocabulary.

Participates in discussions.

Typically first grade; continues into 

second and third grade for some 

readers.

Recognizes and names all letters in any order.

Identifies many sight words.

Uses phonics to determine word pronunciation.

Uses a variety of comprehension strategies.

Reads and retells stories.

Enjoys writing.

Uses a computer to write.

Almost Proficient Reading and 

Writing.

Children grow in their understanding of literacy. Oral 

language shows increased vocabulary, writing is more 

frequent, and silent reading increases.

Grows in use of standard English.

Uses new oral vocabulary.

Uses context to determine word meaning.

Typically begins at end of second 

grade and continues into fourth or 

fifth grade.

Self-corrects.

Reads independently.

Reads for many purposes.

Begins learning research skills.

Writes for many purposes.

Shows growth in writing conventions.

Chooses to write in free time.

Proficient Reading and Writing. Children use reading and writing for a variety of 

purposes. The majority of skills are acquired and used as 

appropriate.

Listens to presentations with understanding.

Uses oral language for a variety of purposes.

Seldom needs help with word recognition.

Typically begins in fourth grade 

and continues through life.

Uses several comprehension strategies.

Enjoys reading.

Writes for many purposes.

Edits own writing.

Experiments with different writing forms.

Source: Based on Cooper, J. D., and Kiger, N. D. (2005). Literacy assessment: Helping teachers plan instruction. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.

Table 1.3 Stages and Descriptors of Literacy Growth
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Enhanced eText Application Exercise 1.2: Developing Questions in a  

Diagnostic Approach 

Bridge: From Understanding to Assessment

When teachers understand that ______, then teachers will assess ______.

Learning English involves not one but many 

proficiencies,

Students’ knowledge of bookish or academic language 

in speaking and listening.

Response to Intervention means learning what 

will work best for each student,

Each student individually, and plan to design instruction 

to build on strengths first and needs second.

Each reader starts every school year at a dif-

ferent developmental level of reading and pro-

gresses at his own rate during the school year,

Interests, to learn what kinds of texts are likely to meet 

students halfway with existing vocabulary knowledge 

and motivation.

Actual development, to learn what reading proficiencies 

students already have and to determine the reasonable 

range of just-right text levels.

Good readers orient many problem-solving strat-

egies to comprehending texts,

Whether students approach texts purposefully, instead 

of out of compliance with school requirements.

The interactive model better explains learning to 

read for most learners than does a top-down or 

bottom-up model alone,

Whether students approach reading with balance 

between their orientation to meaning (comprehension) 

and their orientation to word parts (phonics).

Affective, motivational processes govern atten-

tion and persistence in reading tasks,

Interests, attitudes, and identity, systematically learning 

about strengths that can work to students’ advantage 

and about motivational needs that block the effective-

ness of comprehension and word instruction.

Global comprehension processes govern and 

guide the need for phonics knowledge,

Listening comprehension, retelling, and summarization.

Successes with learning words and word parts 

(local knowledge) affect both comprehension 

and motivation,

Knowledge of phonemes and phonics elements.

stage to stage, but they become more sophisticated. Also, as when anyone is learning 

something new, there can be plateaus. So, although the table shows a neat linear process 

that happens in a smooth tempo, in reality, the tempo of progress is marked more by 

stops and starts, or slowing down and then speeding up.

All of these stages are based on the assumption that children receive a tremen-

dous amount of support and reading experiences on their way to becoming proficient 

readers. Gladwell has noted that expertise is usually linked to thousands of hours of 

experience.17 Jim Loehr echoes and extends Gladwell by emphasizing that it is not 

only hours, but also intense cycles of engagement and rest that turn regular people 

into experts.18 The key word here is engagement, and using our diagnostic approach 

to assessing, learning, and teaching reading capitalizes on it. That is, we are far more 

interested in helping teachers understand how to spend time with their students being 

engaged in reading—reading they will want to spend time on. When we talk to lifelong 

readers, we usually find that their reading history is punctuated by intense binges of 

reading followed by periods of less reading and/or lighter content. And this is exactly 

our goal for all readers. We want to enable them to find their way to this kind of invest-

ment in time and engagement.

Revisiting the Opening Scenario
Now that you have had time to learn about the beliefs and components of the diagnostic 

approach to assessing and teaching reading that frames this book, reread the opening 

scenario. Which ideas does Ms. Prazzo best exemplify?
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Authors’ Summary

Before reading our summary statements for each outcome, 

we suggest you read each outcome and summarize it in 

your own words.

Once finished, cross-check your response with our brief 

summary to determine how well you recalled the major points.

1.1 Discuss the attributes of a diagnostic approach to 

assessing and teaching reading and the beliefs on 

which it is based.

• Teachers with a diagnostic approach use problem-

solving tools to know each complex aspect of their 

students as readers. They prioritize discovery of 

student strengths, and plan learning and teaching 

activity to build on what readers already know and 

can do. As readers build on strengths, teachers help 

them to discover and achieve what they need to 

learn for ongoing growth. The diagnostic process is 

highly individualized, but excellent teachers learn 

how to manage and orchestrate it for groups and 

for whole classes of readers by zooming in and 

zooming out between individuals and groups.

1.2 Describe the basic ideas that form the foundation 

of Response to Intervention and how they connect 

to a diagnostic approach.

• The diagnostic process helps teachers continually 

adjust teaching based on student strengths and 

needs. This kind of ongoing adjustment by teach-

ers in the interest of student growth is the heart of 

Response to Intervention.

1.3 Explain how reading can be defined and how 

doing so influences a diagnostic approach.

• Definitions of reading in research and curricu-

lum programs determine whether they address 

the affective, global, and local aspects of reading. 

A diagnostic approach requires attention to all 

three, and teachers must learn to recognize when 

definitions of reading might prevent them from 

addressing all three. Many existing programs for 

assessment and teaching either ignore or address 

indirectly the affective aspect of reading. Because of 

its governing role, strong teachers learn to address 

this aspect as the top priority despite its exclusion 

from many programs.

1.4 Compare and contrast proficient and less 

proficient reading behaviors.

• Paying close attention to what good readers do 

helps teachers set and achieve goals for all read-

ers. Knowing what less proficient readers do helps 

teachers attend to the potential buildup of frustra-

tion that comes from these behaviors. Often, these 

less proficient behaviors come from beliefs, atti-

tudes, or feelings about reading or from miscon-

ceptions about what good readers do.

1.5 Define English learners and explain the levels 

of language proficiency through which they 

progress.

• English learners may speak more than one world 

language at home, but they are expected to use 

primarily English at school. The levels of profi-

ciency from starting to bridging represent typical 

progress. Teachers who grew up using primarily 

English in many contexts must recognize that there 

is nothing wrong with students who are in typical 

stages of progress, and that these stages may prog-

ress unevenly for different social and academic 

uses of English (e.g., a learner may progress rap-

idly in English for friendship, but a bit slower for 

learning math and at a different rate for learning 

in social studies).

1.6 Construct a timeline that shows how readers 

change over time.

• This timeline helps adults recognize that their 

view of proficient reading develops over years 

and that there is nothing wrong with students 

who are in a recognized stage. It is important to 

remember the basic order of progress and to be 

able to diagram it.
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Think About It!

1. You have been assigned to a special committee to

develop a diagnostic approach to assess and teach

reading. Discuss what factors you would consider in

developing such a plan.

2. Ask a number of teachers how they define reading.

Observe their classes and try to discern whether their

reading program reflects their stated definition of

reading. Discuss whether your observations show top-

down, bottom-up, or interactive models of reading.

3. Observe teachers to determine how they assess, learn,

and teach reading. Which combinations of elements

seem to be most evident? How do you know?

4. Use Table 1.1, “Summary of Proficient and Less Profi-

cient Reading Behaviors,” to observe a reader. High-

light the characteristics you notice and provide an

example of what you see.

Websites

• http://www.readwritethink.org

A partnership between the International Liter-

acy Association and the National Council of Teach-

ers of English (NCTE), this site provides professional 

resources.

• http://www.sedl.org/reading/framework/

Providing a cognitive framework for reading 

comprehension, this site offers information on cogni-

tive elements of reading, a glossary of reading terms, 

instructional resources, research, and other resources.
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Factors That Affect 
Reading Performance

 Chapter Outline

Scenario: Cheyenne and Sara—a Study in Contrast

Differentiating Between In-School and Out-of-School Factors

Educational Factors

Out-of-School Factors

 Learning Outcomes

After reading this chapter, you should be able to . . . 

 2.1 Differentiate between in-school and out-of-school factors that affect 

reading performance.
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 2.2 List and describe educational factors that can impact reading 

growth.

 2.3 List and explain out-of-school factors that can impact reading 

growth.

Scenario

Cheyenne and Sara—A Study in Contrast

Mr. Ley knows the nationwide research showing that family income is powerfully related to 

reading successes and failures. He has students from homes with a wide variety of economic 

backgrounds. He wonders what actual factors are impacting each of these individual students. 

He decides to zoom in on two students, Cheyenne and Sara, to ask and answer questions.

Having met all of his students’ families at back-to-school events, he knows Cheyenne’s 

family lives in a middle-income neighborhood. Cheyenne’s mom is a software engineer who 

travels regularly. Because Cheyenne is an only child, she often gets to travel with her mom.  

Mr. Ley reflects on the family’s engagement with school and reading. Cheyenne completes  

all tasks he sends home, and brings her own books from home to read. Mr. Ley has used  

a “books in the home” survey with his class, and learned that Cheyenne has more than  

100 books.

Sara lives in an apartment building with her grandmother, dad, and three siblings. Sara’s 

family has a sandwich shop, which her dad owns and manages. Since her grandmother  

sometimes needs to work at the shop, Sara is often responsible for her younger siblings 

in the back room of the shop. After school she is often reading to her brothers and sister, 

helping them with their homework, or playing with them. Moreover, she has become good 

at a number of jobs around the shop. On the “books in the home” survey, Sara selected 

“more than 10.”

Mr. Ley knows only a little about each child’s home life. But he knows enough to create 

and manage authentic reading expectations for Cheyenne and Sara individually. He real-

izes that a great list of home circumstances creates challenges for him. He is likely to think 

he cannot help Sara and that he doesn’t need to help Cheyenne. But both readers need and 

deserve instruction designed to help them move forward as readers, building on home literacy 

strengths.

Outside the classroom, he chooses to focus on Cheyenne’s travel and Sara’s life with  

family at the shop as ways to deepen and widen what counts as reading for school. Mr. Ley  

realizes both students can benefit from his focus on factors outside school, knowing each  

student’s strengths may come from home, family, and community.

As Cheyenne and Sara’s profiles help to illustrate, there are many factors associated 

with learning to read. Researchers have learned that for children who have difficulty 

learning to read across years of school, finding a path forward involves alignment of 

factors that cross the individual, the home, and the school.1 In this chapter, we present 

a number of factors that cross these boundaries and explain how they affect reading 

performance. Although there may be some factors over which educators have little 

control (e.g., low income, little or no reading material in the home, and family structure), 

there are factors over which they have more influence. Understanding these factors puts 

teachers in better positions to set their students up for success. 
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Differentiating Between In-School and 
Out-of-School Factors
There are many ways to classify factors that affect children’s reading performance. 

For the purposes of this text, we classify the different factors as either in-school or out-

of-school factors. In Table 2.1, we provide an overview of these categories, a definition 

of each category, and a list of the specific factors we discuss in this chapter. When 

people talk about in-school factors, they generally are referring to factors that influ-

ence learning which come under the domain or control of the educational system. In 

this category, we would include the teacher, school materials, the instructional time, 

and the school environment. Under out-of-school factors, we would include family 

structure, home environment, physical health (general), vision, hearing, personality, 

and gender. Out-of-school factors are those that the educational system does not influ-

ence directly. Although the two categories appear distinct at first glance, a second look 

shows that many factors overlap. For instance, although gender cannot be influenced 

by the schools, gender-based social roles and cultural biases can be understood and 

addressed in school. A case can even be made for general physical health being influ-

enced by educational practices. For example, children who are doing poorly in school 

may wish to avoid school to such an extent that they become physically ill every morn-

ing. Their emotional health influences their physical health so that they actually get a 

stomachache or headache, or throw up. Their emotional state may so affect them that 

they cannot eat or sleep. The physical symptoms are real, even though the cause may 

not be a virus or bacterium.

Rather than spending time debating which factors belong in one category or the 

other, the important idea is the interrelatedness among factors that affect reading per-

formance. A child who has difficulty learning to read may have accompanying emo-

tional and social problems. Clearly, when using a reading diagnosis and improvement 

program, many factors need to be considered in order to help all children advance in 

their ability to read.

In-School Factors
In-school factors are decisions made within the educational system. Examples are con-

tent (what is taught) and pedagogy (how these things are taught). Instructional materi-

als, time, personnel, and facilities are also in the domain of the education system. If a 

child is experiencing difficulty in reading, it is generally a good idea to check her school 

record to see if there is any information that might shed light on the problem. From 

Category Definition Factors

In-school Those factors that come under the 

domain or control of the educational 

system and influence learning

• Teaching methods

• Instructional materials

• The teacher

• Instructional time

• School environment

• Diagnosed disability

Out-of-school Those factors that do not come 

under the domain or control of the 

educational system and cannot  

be influenced by it

• Home environment

• Dialect and language differences

• Gender

• Physical: illness and nutrition

• Perceptual: visual and auditory

• Emotional: self-concept, learned helplessness, 

motivation, and attitude

Source: Pearson/Hope Madden.

Table 2.1 Factors Affecting Reading Performance
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records, teachers may be able to learn more about methods and materials the child has 

been exposed to in previous years. For example, a third-grade student might appear to 

have difficulty with decoding. Yet examination of school records might reveal that this 

child has been in systematic phonics programs since kindergarten. Rather than reteach-

ing systematic phonics from the beginning, another approach (e.g., literature-based pho-

nics, chunking strategies, whole word, or language experience) would be warranted. The 

National Reading Panel’s review of research on phonics has shown that the effectiveness 

of systematic, sequential phonics instruction decreases each year after first grade.2 In this 

case, the reading model could be a major contributing factor to the problem.

Content
Schools are obliged to provide reading material that supports extensive reading. This 

means high-interest material for free reading and material chosen to support content 

areas such as literature, science, social studies, visual and performing arts, and physi-

cal education. One of the first assessments any teacher should make in a new job is an 

assessment of the classroom and school library resources. During the nationwide finan-

cial downturn starting in 2008, many schools cut resources for school librarians and the 

school library collections. Lack of funding for teachers’ individual classroom libraries is 

a fundamental problem in many schools throughout the United States. Many teachers 

purchase classroom library books and magazines out of pocket. For this expense to be 

recognized, they have to wait each year to declare the loss on their tax return. Year in 

and year out, teachers purchase the books their students need as if this basic equipment 

for teaching reading were somehow unexpected by the school. Thus, availability of 

appropriate materials is far from standard from classroom to classroom.

One simple appraisal of support is to ask the school or district to provide the pre-

vious year’s expenditures for school library and classroom library materials, and to 

ask to see receipts for commercial reading programs. These expenditures should be in 

a reasonable balance. The content and instructional routines in a commercial reading 

program have nowhere to go when a school or classroom has too few books for students 

to apply the skills and strategies they learn about in a commercial reading program.

Widespread differences in reading achievement are repeatedly explained by differ-

ences in oral language. However, schools often attribute all oral language proficiency 

to the home and fail to give students a full and rich curriculum in speaking and listen-

ing. The content of oral language is well known. The range of oral language genres 

includes conversation, oral storytelling, singing, reciting rhymes and poems, jokes and 

riddles, drama, topical discussions, and informational presentations—all genres with 

which people are familiar. Yet these speech genres must be included purposefully in 

the curriculum—they do not take care of themselves outside of school. Although oral 

language teaching is an investment that pays dividends in literacy success (for those 

whose home language is English, as well as for English learners), a well-articulated 

oral language curriculum is a rarity in today’s schools. Teachers who see a widespread 

trend of low achievement in reading should not be surprised when they discover no 

curriculum for storytelling or conversation. Teaching speech genres during school has 

clear impact on students’ awareness of how to use words and grammatical phrases 

in context.

Pedagogy
Pedagogy is how content is taught. Researchers and educators have studied best prac-

tices in pedagogy for more than 100 years. Questions about effectiveness are often 

at the forefront of this research, and teachers can lean on a number of high-quality 

books that gather and summarize what researchers have found about teaching and 

learning reading. Gambrell and Morrow’s Best Practices in Reading Instruction offers  
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16 summaries of research on high-value topics from motivation to comprehension, from 

phonics to fluency, and from intervention to English learners. The multiple volumes of 

the Handbook of Reading Research have done likewise, answering many key questions 

about what we have actually learned about topics such as how motivation affects 

skills and strategies, how metacognition affects comprehension and word identifi-

cation, or how phonics processes actually work cognitively.3 The National Reading 

Panel Report presented a meta-analysis of many statistical studies with an experimen-

tal design, to identify pedagogical techniques shown to be effective across multiple 

research studies. These results are worth searching partly because of the vibrant and 

thoughtful rebuttals that challenged the report’s biases and findings.4 Finally, some 

of the best answers to teachers’ questions about learning to read were made avail-

able decades ago in the First Grade Studies, a series of research reports by many 

researchers who worked to answer teachers’ most pressing questions about learning 

and teaching reading.5 Over the decades, these studies have proven robust, because 

learning to read English print still involves the same processes it did many years ago. 

Today, recent and forthcoming researchers are still investigating pedagogy, including 

how digital literacy and multi-modal literacy are changing the landscape of reading 

and writing.

Instructional Materials
A former third-grade student of mine (MO) helped me to understand the importance 

of instructional materials—in this case the use of hardcover books instead of softcover 

books. We were provided multiple copies of the same text, some hardcover and others 

softcover. In the distribution, he was given a softcover text. Seeing this, he broke into 

loud sobs, saying that he couldn’t read the book. In my effort to calm him, I assured 

him that of course he could read the book, and I pointed out the similarities of the ver-

sions. It didn’t work. He kept crying, telling me I didn’t understand. He was correct; 

I didn’t understand, so I asked him to explain. He pointed out that in the softcover 

book, there wasn’t as much space around the sides of the page and the lines were all 

squished together. Taking another look at the books, I saw what he was explaining and 

once again, I had to admit that he was correct. The hardcover book appeared much 

easier to read because of the extra space devoted to the margins and the line spacing. 

The problem was resolved by letting him read from a hardcover version—which he 

did with ease. The point here is that instructional materials matter more than we might 

think. The materials not only should be in alignment with the teaching approach, but 

also should entice children to read.

When a student resists reading, we need to take a look at what we are putting in 

front of the child to better understand whether this resistance is a problem with the 

child or a problem with the instructional materials. We then need to make any necessary 

changes to keep the child reading.

The Teacher
In the words of Albert Harris and Edward Sipay, “Teacher effectiveness has a strong 

influence on how well children learn to read.”6 Like other scholars, we could not agree 

more.7 This is one reason we’ve devoted Chapter 6 to the teacher’s role in reading 

diagnosis and improvement programs. Following are some teaching practices reading 

educators have seen contribute to reading problems:

1. Failing to ensure that students are prepared to learn a skill or strategy

2. Using reading materials that are too difficult

3. Pacing instruction either too fast or too slow
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4. Ignoring unsatisfactory reading behaviors until they become habits

5. Rarely expecting a certain child to perform the same tasks required of others

6. Asking questions and then answering them without giving students time  

to respond

7. Failing to acknowledge student efforts when they try

8. Expressing disapproval or sarcasm when a mistake is made

9. Allowing other children to disparage a child’s efforts

10. Expecting a child to perform a task in front of others that is difficult to do well

11. Expecting a child to do well or poorly because older brothers and sisters did so in 

previous years

Instructional Time
Sometimes research proves what common sense would tell us. A case in point is instruc-

tional time. As a result of Rosenshine’s findings related to academic engaged time (i.e., 

the time students spend on academically relevant activities at the right level of dif-

ficulty), we now have proof that the more time students spend on a task, the higher 

their academic achievement will be.8 And, as other researchers have reported, students 

spend more time on task when they are engaged with the teacher and the content. Let 

us always remember teacher enthusiasm! It can go a long way toward keeping students 

focused.9 When students are not receiving instruction, individual work still needs to 

be meaningful and engaging. Independent activities need to extend and refine their 

reading abilities. It is well understood that reading extensively in just-right text is one 

of the best ways to grow in reading.10 Instead of simply assigning free reading time, it 

is now well understood that teachers are central supports, instructing students in how 

to monitor their own independence and engagement with texts, and how to select texts 

that are likely to encourage persistence and effort. For too long, educators have assumed 

every reader already knows how to select and engage in just-right texts, because the 

successful readers do these things invisibly and automatically. It is often the job of 

teachers to make the invisible processes of successful readers concrete and knowable 

to students who need these processes.

School Environment
Context matters. When children feel safe, they are more likely to take the necessary risks 

and efforts on their way to becoming proficient readers.

Beyond safety, however the actual physical environment of the classroom has a 

great influence on learning. To become readers, children need to be exposed to much 

of print in many forms. A classroom full of print, such as children’s literature, maga-

zines, brochures, cookbooks, catalogs, comic books, and board games, sends a power-

ful message to students. A classroom littered with print on shelves, in bins, and on the 

classroom walls helps demonstrate that there are many reasons to read (and write). 

Moreover, readers need places to read where they feel comfortable and able to pay 

attention. A variety of locations designed for readers to engage in texts quietly and 

without distraction are also essential equipment for a successful reading classroom.

Diagnosed Learning Disability
Diversity in the classroom encompasses students with learning disabilities. Fortu-

nately, there are by law professionals within each school whose job it is to understand 

disabilities and to help teachers plan appropriate instruction. We have put this fac-

tor last in the list of in-school factors on purpose. We echo veteran literacy educator 

Vivian Paley, who found that when children were struggling she was able to teach 
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them when she first looked within school for the source of the problem, not within 

the child. This is wise, because their own teaching is the arena in which teachers make 

decisions, and where assessment can be used to recommend changes. Often, learn-

ing problems have much to do with institutional structures and policies that affect 

literacy learning.

Specific learning disorders for reading frequently manifest in early childhood in 

phonological awareness.11 Some estimates suggest between 10% and 20% of all people 

have difficulty perceiving spoken words in phonological pieces and parts such as syl-

lables and phonemes.12 Readers who perceive words mostly as a whole are common, 

and teachers should expect to see readers like this each year. Researchers have demon-

strated repeatedly that readers can learn to perceive phonological parts of words with 

instruction, practice, and application to authentic reading. Because of this, assessments of 

phonological and phonemic awareness are part of the usual landscape of reading assess-

ment. Early identification is important, because accommodations in primary-grades pho-

nics instruction may be needed for students to experience successes in early reading.

Out-of-School Factors
Home Environment
Socioeconomic class, parents’ education, and the neighborhood in which children live 

are some of the factors that shape children’s home environments. Researchers have 

concluded that the higher the socioeconomic status of a family, the better the verbal 

ability of the children13 and the better children usually achieve in school.14

Enhanced eText Application Exercise 2.1: Forming Questions About 

Educational Factors that Affect Reading 

Bridge: From Understanding to Assessment

When teachers understand that ______, then teachers will assess _______.

How they teach is as important as what they 

teach,

Their own access to high-quality summaries of research on 

reading. Knowledge of best practice will help teachers form 

good questions about learners.

The depth of the literate environment deter-

mines whether students will be able to apply 

reading instruction,

The classroom library and school library to learn whether 

the collection of reading materials is broad enough to  

support each individual.

Learners read successfully when processes 

of meaning and decoding work together in an 

interactive model,

The policies and programs of the school to learn whether 

a single-direction model is favored at the expense of the 

other (top down versus bottom up).

Oral language proficiency has a great impact 

on success with reading books,

Students’ knowledge of speech genres such as 

conversation, storytelling, drama, or information 

presentations.

The curriculum to learn whether it invites or ignores daily 

speaking and listening.

Individual teachers are known to have the 

greatest effects on student achievement,

Their own pedagogy to learn which best practices 

can be put in place, and which poor practices can be 

eliminated.

Instructional time on reading is vital to 

success,

The schedule of the school day and week, to find 

many areas where reading will help students succeed 

(e.g., science, social studies, art, music, or physical 

education).

Public performances of reading can be 

among the most damaging to readers’ atti-

tudes and identities,

The schedule, to learn where large-group public perfor-

mances might be replaced with safer pedagogy, such as 

reading partners or book clubs.

Learning disabilities are often compounded by 

difficulties with reading,

The curriculum, to learn whether individualized reading 

pedagogies have been applied well to each student.
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Children who have adult language models and who are spoken to and encouraged 

to speak will have an advantage in the development of language and intelligence. Simi-

larly, children who come from homes where there are many opportunities to read, where 

there are many different types of text, and where they discuss what they read with their 

parents will likely make reading achievement gains earlier than children without these 

advantages.15 Some researchers have found that socio-economic status makes a difference 

in families’ knowing what to do to boost their children’s education at home. One group 

of researchers found that in homes where the mother had a high school education, the 

contributions of both mothers and fathers added up to early successes for their children 

in reading. However, in homes where the mother had a college bachelor’s degree, the 

mother’s educational activities alone were enough to result in the same successes. Fathers 

still contributed, but the mothers’ influence alone was measured as enough to explain suc-

cess for these homes. This is the kind of situation where a “Matthew Effect” can quickly 

appear for households with low income or high school education only—the rich get 

richer and the poor get poorer. Households with college-educated mothers need only 

the influence of a mother thinking about her child’s reading, whereas households with 

no more than a high school education need a wider network of people doing their part.16

The reader’s home environment also has an impact. Teachers want to be attentive 

to whether a child is comfortable or in stress at home. Stress might include traumatic 

experiences, changes in who is present and not present at home, perception of safety 

at home, or the availability of places to do school work. Interestingly, whether parents 

were good readers or not does not appear to be a determining factor in reading suc-

cesses or failures. What appears to be a more important factor is the number of books 

in the home.17 This is heartening, because parents cannot change their own past but 

the literate environment of the home is something families, schools, and communities 

can address together. Another group of researchers found the interesting result that 

reading attitudes were affected less by home reading activities, and more by the simple 

frequency of parent–child interactions, and by parental expectations about reading.18 

Caregivers accomplish much simply by being with their children and making reading 

into a declared value of the family.

Language Differences
We live in a pluralistic society.19 In a diagnostic approach to assessing and teaching 

reading, teachers must recognize that school classes will be a composite of children who 

speak many different languages. For example, one student might grow up with two 

non-English languages spoken at home (such as Spanish and Quechua), and another 

student in the same class may have grown up with both English and another heritage 

language spoken at home (such as in Navajo or Hindi families). Still others come from 

homes where only one language is spoken. English learners from various backgrounds 

face unique problems in phonology, orthography, grammar, usage, and pragmatics.20

The challenge teachers face is one of helping all students to value and develop 

their home language(s) while at the same time learning English as a new language.21 

Spanish is an important and widespread language in the United States. And yet we 

do ourselves and our students a disservice when we prepare only for Spanish–English 

diversity. Imagine a school where 65% of parents identify their children as coming 

from Spanish-speaking homes, and 34% from English-speaking homes. That leaves 1% 

of students who are not from either group. Good teachers learn how to design read-

ing instruction for the 1% as well as for those speaking the dominant languages of the 

school population. They also understand that good teachers do not confuse variability 

with disability.22

In the United States, regional dialects differ very little from each other, perhaps 

almost exclusively in pronunciation. We would be more likely to speak of a regional 

“accent” than a “dialect.”23 Children who speak a variation or dialect of English or 
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another language are not inferior, nor is their heritage language inferior. Research by lin-

guists has shown that many variations of English, including African American vernacu-

lar, that of Creoles from Caribbean islands, and Indian English, are highly structured 

systems and not accumulations of errors deviating from standard American English. 

Labov states that “it is most important for the teacher to understand the relation between 

standard and nonstandard and to recognize that nonstandard English is a system of rules, 

different from the standard but not necessarily inferior as a means of communication.”24

To help children participate in the dominant cultures of power, we want them to 

become flexible language users—that is, we want to help them develop the understand-

ing that every social situation may have its own rules for language. To successfully 

communicate with members of any given group of people, one needs to be able to 

switch registers as needed.

Gender
Preferences for texts are a key factor that distinguishes gender. One problem is that male 

students report a shortage of texts in classrooms and school libraries that hold their inter-

est. Both male and female students need exposure to many different types of texts that will 

help each person to develop an identity as a reader.25 Students who identify as transgender 

may have difficulty identifying with gendered book characters. Many authors of children’s 

books avoid gendering their main characters at all to avoid problems with identification. 

Teachers need to be aware of how books represent gender and evaluate the classroom 

library collection accordingly.

Physical Health
Illness A child who is ill is not able to do well in school. This statement is obvious; how-

ever, it may not be obvious when a child is ill. A teacher needs to be alert for symptoms 

that may suggest a child is not well or is not getting enough sleep. For example, a child 

who is listless, whose eyes are glazed, who seems sleepy, and who actually does fall asleep 

in class may need a physical checkup.

The reason a child who is ill does not usually do well in school is always frequent 

absence from school. Children who have recurrent illnesses are generally absent from 

school many days of each school year. This lack of attendance can contribute to reading 

problems because it causes the child to miss important reading instruction and hours 

of in-school reading opportunities. In fact, such long absences, especially in first and 

second grade, are often a main reason children struggle with reading.26

Nutrition The effects of nutrition, and particularly malnutrition, on learning have been 

evident for a long time.27 It should come as no surprise that children who are hungry 

and malnourished have difficulty learning. They cannot concentrate on the task at hand; 

they also lack drive. They simply lack the energy to perform at their best. For several 

decades, some researchers have suggested that severe malnutrition in infancy may lower 

children’s IQ scores.28 Other researchers have found that the lack of protein in an infant’s 

diet may adversely affect the child’s ability to learn.29 Still others have found that the 

effects of certain food additives may be a deterrent to learning for some children.30

Childhood obesity is in the media spotlight; some even call it an epidemic and 

point to possible reasons why children are becoming obese in increasing numbers. Not 

surprisingly, nutrition is a major factor, as are the types of food that children consume. 

Is it any wonder that many children have trouble performing in school when they eat 

processed foods that contain a lot of sugar?31

Perceptual Factors
Vision and hearing are two key areas of perception in reading. Ruling out visual and 

auditory issues as factors that contribute to reading problems is important. For example, 
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a struggling reader who also has astigmatism is at a heightened disadvantage. The same 

holds true for readers with auditory perception problems.

Visual Perception Sometimes children have difficulty reading because they need 

glasses. Yet visual problems are not always obvious and, as a result, are not always 

detected. (See Figure 2.1.) Most schools have some kind of visual screening. The most 

common screening is for myopia, or nearsightedness. The Snellen chart test is usually 

done by the school nurse. In this familiar test, a child must identify letters of various 

sizes with each eye. A score of 20/20 is considered normal. A score of 20/40 or 20/60 

means that a child has defective vision because the child with normal vision can see 

the letters at a distance of forty or sixty feet, whereas the child with defective vision 

can only see these letters at a distance of twenty feet. Other tests are used to identify 

farsightedness (hypermetropia) and astigmatism.32 Nearsightedness is more likely to 

impact reading in whole group instruction, when reading a screen or board from across 

the room. Farsightedness, although less common, is more likely to have a negative 

impact on individual reading of books. 

Auditory Perception Sometimes children have difficulty reading because of hearing prob-

lems. Most schools have some sort of audiology screening that is administered in primary 

grades. These tests check for hearing acuity and hearing loss. School audiologists have the 

ability to follow up with tests on phonological processing, binaurality, and masking.

Figure 2.1 Symptoms of Vision Problems

Child�s Name:

Date of Observation:

Symptoms

The child . . . Yes No

1. Complains of constant headaches

2. Eyes show some of the following: red rims, swollen lids, 
crusted lids, redness, frequent sties, watering

3. Squints while reading

4. Asks to sit closer to the board

5. Can�t seem to sit still while doing close-up tasks

6. Holds reading material very close to face when reading

7. Skips many words and/or sentences when reading

8. Makes many reversals when reading

9. Confuses letters

10. Avoids reading

11. Mouths words or lip-reads

12. Confuses similar words

13. Makes many repetitions while reading

14. Skips lines while reading

15. Has difficulty remembering what was read silently
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The acquisition of speech sounds for any given language is learned very early in 

life and is usually established before the child starts school. For children who speak 

languages other than English at home, distinguishing among English phonemes may 

be difficult, especially at the beginning of English language learning.

Emotional Well-Being
Self-concept, learned helplessness, motivation, and attitude are four aspects related to 

emotional health. Each needs to be considered when thinking about a child’s emotional 

well-being and how it can affect reading performance.

Self-Concept Self-concept is the way an individual feels about herself. Although the 

verdict is still out on specific origins of self-concept, our lives are a testament to the fact 

that it exists and that it can change depending on the task at hand. For example, if we 

feel adequate, confident, and self-reliant about reading, we are more apt to be good 

readers. We would say that we have a positive self-concept as it relates to reading. 

However, if we are feeling less than adequate, have little confidence, and are not self-

reliant about reading, we are more likely to be poor at reading. One factor to consider, 

then, is how children feel about themselves as readers. This can be discovered with a 

student reading perceptions and attitudes interview, such as Gambrell’s Motivational 

Reading Profile.33 Moreover, Harter’s surveys assess students’ self-perceptions of com-

petence, and this survey can provide useful information about students’ general sense 

of belonging with respect to school tasks.34

Learned Helplessness Related to self-concept is learned helplessness. When learn-

ers repeatedly experience failure at a task regardless of how hard they try, they are 

apt to develop the idea that they simply cannot perform the task; this is called learned 

helplessness. As a result, any time they are expected to perform the task, they become 

passive and wait for help. Children who feel that they simply cannot perform well at 

reading are likely to show avoidance behaviors. The important point to keep in mind 

is that learned helplessness is the child’s viewpoint. Giving students many success 

opportunities over weeks and months of time will help change this viewpoint to one 

of competence and confidence.

Motivation Like Paris and Carpenter, we believe there are several components that 

facilitate motivation to read. These include how readers perceive their ability to read, 

the text, the reason for reading, and the surrounding environment.35 Take, for example, 

children who attend an optional sleepover at school and are told to bring their favor-

ite book for reading and sharing with others. Children who elect to attend the event  

are more likely to be motivated to read. After all, they get to choose the text with the 

purpose in mind. Self-selection means that they are likely to pick out a text they feel 

they can read with ease. They need not be embarrassed when they share a part of it 

aloud with another person. Likewise, because everyone will be reading, the environ-

ment encourages all children to do the same.

Attitude If we simply take a look at ourselves and our relationship to reading, we can 

fully understand what researchers have concluded over the years: Attitude is a major 

factor that affects reading performance.36 In fact, a positive attitude can override miss-

ing skills,37 enabling a reader to perform far better than expected based on past read-

ing performances. A former student of mine (MO) helped me to understand this. She 

selected a book that presented many challenges for her—too many, from my perspec-

tive. As much as I tried to persuade her to read other, easier texts, she kept returning 

to “her” book and simply would not give it up. For whatever reason, she wanted to 

read the book, and after continual assistance, she read it with ease. What seemed like a 

miracle was a positive attitude in action. Deep down, she wanted to read the book and 



Factors That Affect Reading Performance 29

felt that she could get it, and so she did. Excited about her newfound reading ability, I 

wondered whether she could read other texts at a similar level of complexity. My sub-

sequent observations revealed that she could not. In fact, she often chose to read much 

easier books after she did a repeated reading of her favorite, but more difficult book.

Enhanced eText Application Exercise 2.2: Forming Questions about  

Non-Educational Factors that Affect Reading 

Authors’ Summary

Before reading our summary statements for each outcome, 

we suggest you read each outcome and summarize it in 

your own words.

Once finished, cross-check your response with our brief 

summary to determine how well you recalled the major 

points.

2.1 Differentiate between in-school and out-of-school 

factors that affect reading performance.

• There are many different factors that can impact 

children’s reading performance. One way of 

thinking about these factors is to put them into 

two categories: in-school and out-of-school. In-school 

factors are those that come under the domain or 

control of the educational system. Out-of-school 

factors do not come under the domain or control 

of the educational system and often cannot be 

influenced by it.

• Regardless of how one chooses to classify the fac-

tors, the most important point to consider is that 

there are many interrelated factors that impact 

reading growth, and that any combination of them 

can exist. Looking at a variety of factors rather 

than one single factor is central to the diagnostic 

approach and critical to advance the growth of 

readers.

Bridge: From Understanding to Assessment

When teachers understand that ______, then teachers will assess _______.

Opportunities for speaking and listening vary 

widely across U.S. homes,

Student proficiency in oral language genres such as  

conversation and storytelling.

The home language of English learners is a 

strength on which to build,

Their knowledge of best practices for teaching English 

learners.

Chronic reading disabilities are diagnosed  

disproportionately among boys compared 

with among girls,

The classroom library to learn whether a wide variety of 

texts is available that either represents students’ actual 

gender identities or favors no gender.

A variety of physical and perceptual pro-

cesses can impact learning to read,

Students’ access to physical activity and adequate nutrition 

during the school day.

What is known about students’ vision and hearing.

Emotional well-being can impact learning to 

read,

Students’ self-perceptions as learners, their interests  

and attitudes toward reading outside school, and what 

motivates and engages them outside school.

Reading with adults who over-prompt and 

control reading can lead to a pattern of 

learned helplessness,

How frequently students turn to an adult or peer for 

prompts and other help during reading tasks.

Themselves for knowledge of pedagogical techniques 

that encourage independence in problem solving during 

reading.

Revisiting the Opening Scenario
Having read about several factors that can affect reading, return to the scenario at the 

beginning of the chapter. Which of the factors discussed might be affecting each of these 

girls? Which factors are in-school and which are out-of-school?



30 Chapter 2

Think About It!

1. You have been asked to give a talk to your colleagues 

about why there are more reading disabilities among 

boys than among girls in the United States. What will 

you say?

2. How could the community be considered an edu-

cational factor that could affect children’s reading 

positively?

3. Imagine a child who has multiple out-of-school factors 

impeding her reading success. How would you deter-

mine all the contributing factors?

4. A colleague is throwing up her hands in despair over 

her class’s reading problems. Many of her students 

have multiple out-of-school factors that impact their 

reading. Explain how she can balance out out-of-school 

factors by strengthening educational factors.

5. There are many in-school and out-of-school factors that 

could affect reading success. Think of others that go 

beyond those already listed, and describe how they 

would affect reading.

2.2 List and describe in-school factors that can impact 

reading growth.

• In-school factors in learning are those that come 

under the domain or control of the education 

system. These factors include teaching methods, 

instructional materials, the teacher, instructional 

time, and the school environment.

• When reading growth seems to be thwarted, there 

can be a tendency to see the lack as child-centered, 

when in fact educational factors can be major con-

tributors to this lack of growth. For example, if 

children learn best in a more holistic manner yet 

are taught in a piecemeal fashion, they may not be 

able to make sense of the instruction. Therefore, 

they can fail to learn the content. In yet another 

example, if the classroom context is such that chil-

dren feel threatened or unsafe, they are less likely 

to take the necessary risks to become competent 

readers. Although it takes courage, teachers must 

look at in-school factors to discover and address 

the direct or indirect influence these factors have 

on reading growth.

2.3 List and explain out-of-school factors that can 

impact reading growth.

• Out-of-school factors in learning are those that do 

not come under the domain or control of the edu-

cational system and often cannot be influenced by 

it. These factors include home environment, dia-

lect and language differences, intelligence, gender, 

physical health, perceptual factors, and emotional 

well-being.

• Teachers can do little about out-of-school factors 

such as home environment, family makeup, or 

languages and dialects. However, becoming aware 

of the environments in which their students live 

enables teachers to provide experiences at school 

that either enhance or enrich their students’ learning 

experiences and contribute to their reading growth. 

For some out-of-school factors, schools take an 

active part. For example, being mindful of nutrition 

and emotional well-being is essential because both 

are basic needs of all learners. Children who are 

well-nourished, have a high sense of self-efficacy, are 

motivated, and have positive attitudes about read-

ing and themselves as readers stand a much better 

chance of becoming proficient readers. Schools take 

an active part when they provide breakfast and 

lunch programs, summer programming, and clearly 

defined opportunities for physical activity.

Websites

• http://bookadventure.com/

Although primarily devoted to children, this site 

also provides information for parents and teachers. For 

children, this site offers book lists, quizzes, and prizes, 

addressing external motivational factors. For teachers, 

the site presents activities and resources for engaging 

young readers.

• http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/

The site provides information about the five com-

ponents of reading and the difficulties occurring in each 

area. Within each section, the component is defined and 

described as to what the problem looks like from stu-

dents’, parents’, and teachers’ perspectives.

http://bookadventure.com/
http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/
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• http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/

otherissues

This page includes information on out-of-school 

factors affecting reading, including processing (audi-

tory processing, phonological processing, and language 

processing), memory, attention, and English language 

learning.

• https://www.kidsreads.com/features/great-books-for- 

boys

This site provides an extensive list of books for boys. 

Included are series titles and stand-alone fiction that 

cover a variety of genres: fantasies, mysteries, thrillers, 

action/adventure novels, and historical fiction. Although 

many of these selections also will appeal to girls, they are 

especially geared toward capturing the attention of boys, 

who are often much more reluctant readers.

 1. Northrop, L. (2017). Breaking the cycle: Cumulative dis-

advantage in literacy. Reading Research Quarterly, 52(4), 

391–396.

 2. National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-

ment. (2000). Report of the National Reading Panel: Teach-

ing children to read: An evidence-based assessment of the 

scientific research literature on reading and its implications 

for reading instruction. Washington, DC: U.S. Govern-

ment Printing Office.

 3. Pearson, P. D., Barr, R., Kamil, M. L., & Mosenthal, P. 

(Eds.). (2003). Handbook of reading research (Vol. I). New 

York, NY: Routledge.

 4. Garan, E. M. (2001). Beyond the smoke and mirrors: A 

critique of the National Reading Panel Report on Pho-

nics. Phi Delta Kappa 82(7), 500–506; Allington, R. (2002). 

Big Brother and the national reading curriculum: How ideol-

ogy trumped evidence. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

 5. Pearson, P. D. (1997). The First Grade Studies: A per-

sonal reflection. Reading Research Quarterly 34, 428–432.

 6. Harris, A. J., & Sipay, E. R. (1990). How to increase reading 

ability: A guide to developmental and remedial methods, 9th ed. 

New York, NY: Longman, p. 355.

 7. Allington, R. L. & Shake, M. C. (1986). Remedial reading: 

Achieving curricular congruence in classroom and clinic. 

The Reading Teacher 39(7), 648–654; Wharton-McDonald, 

R., Pressley, M., & Hampston, J. (1998). Literacy instruc-

tion in nine first-grade classrooms: Teacher characteristics 

and student achievements. The Elementary School Journal, 

99, 101–128; International Reading Association Board of 

Directors. (2009, October). Excellent reading teachers: Position 

statement. Retrieved from International Reading Associa-

tion. (2000). Excellent reading teachers: A position statement of 

the International Reading Association. Newark, DE: Author.

 8. Rosenshine, B. V. (1978). Academic engaged time, con-

tent covered, and direct instruction. Journal of Education, 

60, 38–66.

 9. Bettencourt, E. M., et al. (1983). Effect of teacher enthu-

siasm on student on-task behavior and achievement. 

American Educational Research Journal 20, 435–450.

 10. Allington & Shake, 1986.

 11. DSM-V

 12. IDLA

 13. Loban, W. D. (1976). Language development: Kindergarten 

through grade twelve. Urbana, IL: National Council of 

Teachers of English, Research Report 18.

 14. Statement of Emerson J. Elliot, Commissioner of Edu-

cation Statistics, at the Release of National Assessment 

of Educational Progress 1994 Reading Assessment: A First 

Look. April 27, 1995, p. 2; Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with 

words: Language, life, and work in communities and class-

rooms. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press; 

Purcell-Gates, V. (1995). Other people’s words: The cycle 

of low literacy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press; Edwards, P. A., Pleasants, H. M., & Franklin,  

S. H. (1999). A path to follow: Learning to listen to parents. 

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

 15. National Center for Education Statistics. (2013). The 

nation’s report card: Trends in academic progress 2012 

(NCES 2013-456). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 

Education, Institute of Education Sciences. Retrieved 

from https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/

publications/main2012/pdf/2013456.pdf

 16. Foster, T. D., et al. (2016). Fathers’ and mothers’ home 

learning environments and children’s early academic 

outcomes. Reading and Writing 29(9), 1845–1863.

 17. Bergen, E., et al. (2017). Why are home literacy envi-

ronment and children's reading skills associated? What 

parental skills reveal. Reading Research Quarterly 52(2), 

147–160.

 18. Ozturk, G., Hill, S., & Yates, G. (2016). Family context 

and five-year-old children’s attitudes toward literacy 

when they are learning to read. Reading Psychology 

37(3), 487–509.

 19. Office of English Language Acquisition (OELA). (2007). 

The Growing number of limited English proficient students 

1995–96, 2005–06. Washington, DC: Office of English 

Language Acquisition.

 20. Swan, M., & Smith, B. (2001). Learner English: A teacher’s 

guide to interference and other problems. London: Cam-

bridge University Press.

Endnotes

http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/otherissues
https://www.kidsreads.com/features/great-books-for-boys
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/main2012/pdf/2013456.pdf
http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/otherissues
https://www.kidsreads.com/features/great-books-for-boys
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subject/publications/main2012/pdf/2013456.pdf


32 Chapter 2

 21. Escamilla, E. (2007, October 8). Considerations for lit-

eracy coaches in classrooms with English language 

learners. Literacy Coaching Clearinghouse. Retrieved 

from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED530358

 22. Roller, C. (1996). Variability not disability. Newark, DE: 

International Reading Association.

 23. Hughes, J. P. (1962). The Science of language. New York, 

NY: Random House, p. 26.

 24. Labov, W. (1970). The Study of nonstandard English. 

Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English,  

p. 14.

 25. Cole, N. S. (1997). The ETS Gender Study: How females 

and males perform in educational settings (executive sum-

mary). Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing Service, p. 26; 

Zambo, D., & Brozo, W. G. (2009). Bright beginnings for 

boys: Engaging young boys in active literacy. Newark, DE: 

International Reading Association.

 26. Harris & Sipay, 1990.

 27. Florence, M. D., Asbridge, M., & Veugelers, P. J. (2008). 

Diet quality and academic performance. Journal of 

School Health, 78, 209–215; Satcher, D. (2008). School 

Wellness and the Imperative of Leadership. In Progress 

or promises? What’s working for and against healthy schools: 

An Action for Healthy Kids report. Skokie, IL: Action for 

Healthy Kids, pp. 8–10.

 28. Medina, J. (2009). Brain rules. New York, NY: Pear Press.

 29. Scrimshaw, N. S. (1968, March 16). Infant malnutrition 

and adult learning. Saturday Review, pp. 64–66, 84.

 30. Chernick, E. (1980, November). Effect of the Feingold 

Diet on reading achievement and classroom behavior. 

The Reading Teacher, 34, 171–173.

 31. Opitz, M. F. (2010). Literacy lessons to get kids fit and 

healthy. New York, NY: Scholastic.

 32. Harris & Sipay, 1990, p. 347.

 33. Gambrell, L., Palmer, B., Codling, R., & Mazzoni, S. 

(1996). Assessing Motivation to Read. The Reading Teacher, 

49(7), 518–533.

 34.  Harter, S. (1982). The perceived competence scale for chil-

dren. Child development 53(1), 87–97.

 35. Paris, S. G., & Carpenter, R. D. (2004). Children’s moti-

vation to read. In J. V. Hoffman & D. L. Schallert (Eds.), 

The texts in elementary classrooms. Mahwah, NJ: Erl-

baum, pp. 61–85.

 36. Lipson, M. Y., & Wixson, K. K. (2003). Assessment and 

instruction of reading and writing difficulty: An interactive 

approach, 3rd ed. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

 37. Paris, S. G., Olson, G., & Stevenson, H. (Eds.). (1983). 

Learning and motivation in the classroom. Hillsdale, NJ: 

Erlbaum.

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED530358


33

Chapter 3 

Classroom 
Assessments

 Chapter Outline

Scenario: Teachers Talking

Assessment: The Big Picture

Three Guiding Questions for a Diagnostic Approach 

to Assessing and Teaching Reading

Authentic, Performance-Based Assessment

Portfolio Assessment

The Uses of Observation

Anecdotal Records

Scenario: Mr. Jackson Checks and Writes

Checklists

Other Helpful Informal Assessment Techniques

P
re

s
s
m

a
s
te

r/
S

h
u
tt

e
rs

to
c
k



34 Chapter 3 

 Learning Outcomes

After reading this chapter, you should be able to . . . 

 3.1 Describe a “big picture” view of assessment, putting measurement 

and evaluation in the proper place.

 3.2 State the three guiding questions teachers can use to select the 

appropriate informal assessment tool, and provide one example.

 3.3 Discuss the pros and cons of using performance-based 

assessment.

 3.4 Explain how to use portfolios as a part of a diagnostic reading 

approach.

 3.5 Discuss how a teacher using a diagnostic approach can use 

observation.

 3.6 Explain what anecdotal records are and how they can be made 

objective.

 3.7 Describe some of the various kinds of checklists and explain how a 

rating scale can be used with a checklist.

 3.8 Explain what a teacher using a diagnostic approach can learn by 

using interviews, interest inventories, and attitude surveys.

Scenario

Teachers Talking

Read the following conversation overheard in the faculty lounge:

MS. ANDERSON: I don’t know what to do with Hunter. His behavior is driving me crazy.

MR. DALE: Why? What does he do?

MS. ANDERSON: What doesn’t he do? He’s forever getting up from his seat. He can’t 

seem to sit still for a moment. He’s always disturbing someone. If there is any commotion 

in the room, you can be sure Hunter is there.

MR. DALE: Have you spoken to his parents?

MS. ANDERSON: Yes, but they say they don’t see the same kind of behavior at home. 

So they feel that it’s something related to school. I’ve just about had it.

MR. DALE: I know that I had another student who acted just like Hunter, and the behavior 

was making my life miserable. In my master’s course at college, we discussed observation 

techniques to learn about student behavior. I decided to try it, and I was surprised how 

observation made me aware of how broad my judgments about Susan were. Would you 

like to see what data I collected?

What kind of data do you think Mr. Dale showed Ms. Anderson?
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Assessment: The Big Picture
Assessment
Assessment is a term with powerful potential. In everyday language, it means simply 

figuring out what is going on. For example, when we walk into a room full of people, 

we assess the situation. When we are looking at buying a home, we might assess its 

condition or location. When someone bumps our car fender, we get out and assess the 

damage. Assessment in school must preserve some of this everyday meaning. Assessment 

helps teachers figure out what students know, what skills they have, what they can do, 

and whether they are learning anything. Because knowing someone else’s mind can be 

tricky, instruments of measurement and evaluation exist to help teachers gain confi-

dence in what they know about readers’ cognitive and affective processes.

The terms assessment, measurement, evaluation, and test are often treated as syn-

onyms. But they are not. This chapter is a chance for teachers reclaim the assessment 

process and make it work to the advantage of readers and teachers alike. We show these 

four terms as a hierarchy, with assessment as the primary category, measurement and 

evaluation underneath, and testing connecting to both measurement and evaluation. (See 

Figure 3.1.) We intend for Figure 3.1 to show that having knowledgeable questions about 

readers is the starting point for good assessments. These questions lead to measurement, 

or collection of evidence. Tests are common measurement instruments. Teachers must 

then evaluate the evidence, interpret the evaluation, and then check their interpretation 

against their original assessment questions.

Measurement
Measurement is how educators obtain evidence. It is parallel to evaluation in the hierarchy 

because without measurement, there would be no evidence to evaluate and interpret. 

The educational community leans heavily on metaphors of scales and rulers. These 

are literally instruments of measurement. Once we have the evidence from putting 

something on a scale or laying down a tape measure, then we can begin to evaluate 

what its weight or length means. Usually when we are measuring something, we have 

a desired “fit” in mind, a plan or purpose—that is, we don’t usually just walk around 

weighing and measuring things for no apparent reason. It should be so with educational 

Figure 3.1 Attitude Survey

 

Statement

Rating

Strongly Agree Agree Unsure Disagree Strongly Disagree

My friends think I am a good reader

I read well compared to my friends

When I read a difficult part in a book I usually figure it out

When I read by myself, I usually understand what I read

I am a good reader

I worry about what other people think about my reading

When a teacher asks me a question about what I am  

reading I can usually answer

Reading does not frustrate me

Reading is easy for me

When people talk about stories, I like to talk about my ideas

I sometimes read things that are for older readers

When I read out loud I am not usually nervous

TOTAL NUMBER OF MARKS IN EACH COLUMN
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assessment. First, we must decide what we want to learn about each reader; second, we 

must consider why those questions are important; and third, we must decide how to 

answer those questions. Any tool used in answering questions about readers’ behav-

iors, cognition, and affects is part of measurement. Measurement instruments are the 

answer to the question of the “how” of assessment. In tests—one type of measurement 

instrument—the emphasis is often on readers using a question/answer sequence to 

demonstrate what they know. We find this narrow emphasis unfortunate. There are 

other important values in assessment which we discuss throughout this chapter.

The positive values of measurement outweigh the negative connotations often asso-

ciated with tests alone. Measurement is useful for diagnostic, review, and predictive 

purposes. For example, a cloze test can be used to determine how much students use 

vocabulary knowledge to help them decode unfamiliar words; a response journal can  

be used to review engagement and motivation; and a listening comprehension test  

can be used to predict potential for reading comprehension. Measurement can be used 

as a motivating technique for students to help them self-monitor their own progress, 

and measurement also provides a basis for discussing achievement with families, 

teachers, administrators, and other community members. Through ongoing measure-

ment, teachers are also able to reevaluate the strengths and weaknesses in their own 

pedagogy, their repertoire of teaching methods.

Diagnostic measurement means we puzzle out what data are needed and then 

figure out how to gather these data. When planning to teach an individual student, 

tests are only a part of the assessment picture because they may not provide the kind of 

evidence we want or need. For example, if we want to know whether a past traumatic 

experience affects a child’s reading performance, we might use test data, but we would 

also use our own observations and reports from counseling and family conferences, and 

listen to students in regular conferences. All of these latter techniques are less easy to 

evaluate in a numeric score, but are more likely to provide answers to the actual ques-

tions we value about a specific reader. Evaluation in this case simply means working to 

achieving a satisfactory answer to the valued question about the reader.

For measurement to be an effective part of the evaluative process, teachers must 

know varied instruments and be able to select them, administer them, and interpret the 

results. Such instruments include standardized tests and teacher-made tests, as well as 

direct observations of student behavior. Further, student self-reports are also necessary 

in order to collect data for valid evaluations.

Evaluation
Evaluation is the interpretation of evidence gathered through measurement. When we 

have gathered evidence with measurement instruments, we return to the assessment 

question “What do we want to know?” and see whether the evidence provides a rea-

sonable answer. The scores on a test are one type of evidence, but they mean nothing in 

and of themselves. They have to be interpreted with respect to why we used the test as a 

measurement in the first place and what we hoped to learn about our students. When we 

write our own tests, we can track student responses back to individual items and also 

look for trends across items. By contrast, standardized test authors usually keep both 

test items and student responses private, providing general results within a category 

of items. Teachers must rely on the testing company to score the test and evaluate the 

results. The main benefits and risks of standardized tests will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Classroom assessment is discussed first because classroom assessments are the main 

means for answering questions about individual readers throughout the school year. In 

particular, diagnostic assessment depends on using a variety of classroom-based tools 

designed to answer typical questions teachers and readers have about learning to read. 

Classroom assessments give teachers the opportunity to own the processes of measure-

ment and evaluation when they select the appropriate tool for the job.
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Evaluation, one of the roles of a good teacher, is to interpret evidence gathered 

through assessment. Basic principles of assessment design are supposed to give teachers 

confidence when interpreting evidence. The teacher is the one who makes the diagnosis; 

no single test asks and answers the specific questions teachers have about individual 

readers. Once again, the knowledgeable professional is at the core of decisions that will 

lead to reading improvement.

Tests
A test is one way to provide evidence for evaluation. We use tests when other class-

room instruments do not give us confidence in what we know about our students. For 

example, we might have rich classroom discussions about a book but still worry that 

only some students comprehend. A test is a way to give each individual a chance to 

provide evidence of knowledge. If previously silent students respond well on written 

tests, confidence in their knowledge increases.

We might need the confidence of evaluation when trying a new method or program, 

when our school is compared with other schools, or when our country is compared 

with other countries. We might have doubts when we compare one student’s skill with 

other students’ skills or with what is typical for an age grade. A variety of assessment 

methods, including tests, can inspire confidence in our evaluation of students’ knowl-

edge, abilities, and performance. One of the best reasons for using tests is that good test 

design provides confidence that responses represent students’ thinking. The best reason 

to go beyond tests is to increase confidence that we understand how students apply 

knowledge in authentic reading and writing situations. Teachers taking a diagnostic 

approach will ask what they want to know, why they want to know that, and how they 

can best learn this. The next section provides a guide for understanding these situations.

Diagnostic Questions
Teachers using a diagnostic approach need to ask and answer three diagnostic ques-

tions related to reading assessment: What do I want to know? Why do I want to know 

that? How can I best discover this information? In this chapter, we focus on asking and 

answering these questions using various classroom-based assessment tools. These tools 

are more open to bias than standardized measurement tools presented in Chapter 5. But 

in many cases, subjective understanding gained by someone close to a student is exactly 

what is needed to find the best path forward for each student. Classroom-based assess-

ment tools provide a foundation for interpreting and better understanding test data; 

they help explain why and how students performed as they did on a test. Your specific 

purpose (the what and why questions) guides your selection of the assessment tools you 

actually use (the how question). In Table 3.1, we provide an overview of classroom-based 

assessment techniques reviewed in this chapter. Chapters 4–13 will feature a wide range 

of classroom-based assessment tools appropriate for answering diagnostic questions.

Authentic Assessment
The assessment techniques outlined in this  chapter all rely on authentic reading 

experiences and situations. Whereas test situations are contrived and separated from 

real-world experience, we can learn much about readers through “direct, ‘authentic’ 

assessment of student performance.”1

In a reading diagnosis and improvement program, looking at both the cognitive 

and affective characteristics of students is important. Attitudes and interests will affect 

what readers learn and whether they learn because these affective characteristics of 

readers determine effort and persistence. Unfortunately, many students are not choos-

ing to read. The reasons for this lack of interest in reading are varied. Understanding 

students’ attitudes and interests enables teachers to teach for motivation and to help 
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What Do I Want to Know? Why Do I Want to Know? How Can I Best Discover?

Do the children use what they know about 

reading regardless of what they read?

To show competence in reading, children need to show that they can 

use what they have learned. I need to see if they can do this, and if 

they cannot, I need to determine why.

Performance Assessment

Project

Do children show growth over time? Children continue to grow as readers, and I need to provide evidence 

of that growth. I want to be able to show the kind of progress the 

children are making.

Portfolio

How do children perform in a variety of 

contexts?

Watching children as they perform a variety of reading-related tasks is 

an excellent way for me to see firsthand what they are able to do. I can 

also develop intuitions about what they do well and what might need 

additional work. I can use these observations as a way of selecting 

additional reading assessments that will help me to better understand 

the children.

Direct Observation

How can I remember everything I see when 

observing?

Watching children can help me to learn more about them, but I 

simply cannot remember everything. I also need a way to document 

what I have actually observed as a way of showing others that I 

have detected a pattern of behavior that sheds light on a student’s 

performance.

Anecdotal Record

What specific behaviors do the children show 

when they complete reading tasks?

There are a variety of behaviors that children need to exhibit on their 

way to becoming accomplished readers. I need to determine which 

they show and which they need to learn, and to be able to document 

this in a quick and clean way. I can then use the results to plan 

appropriate instruction.

Checklists

How do the children view reading? Faulty perceptions of what it means to read can inhibit reading growth. 

Uncovering the children’s views can help me to see which are correct 

and which need to be added to or altered.

Informal Student Interview

What reading strategies do children think they 

use when they are reading?

Good readers use a variety of strategies to assist them as they try to 

comprehend a text. Relying on one or two strategies to the exclusion 

of others can prevent growth. I need to know which strategies readers 

do and do not use so that I can help all the children to develop a full 

array of strategies.

Informal Student Interview

What do children like to read? We are more prone to read if we are interested in the reading material. 

Identifying the children’s interests can help me to select texts for 

instruction and inclusion in the classroom library. I can also use 

interests to group children in different ways, making it possible for them 

to work with a variety of peers.

Interest Inventories

How do children feel about themselves as 

readers?

Feelings of self-efficacy play a big part in reading success. I need to 

know how students feel about themselves as readers. Then I can 

identify children who view themselves as failures and work to help 

them gain confidence as competent readers.

Projective Strategies

Reading Autobiography

What kinds of attitudes do the children have 

about reading?

Attitude has a big impact on reading. Identifying attitudes will help me 

to see if I need to help a child develop a more positive outlook, which 

will make reading a more enjoyable experience. Children with a positive 

attitude are more likely to attempt reading.

Primary Reading Survey

Reading Attitude Survey for 

Grades 3 and Up

Table 3.1 Authentic and Performance-Based Assessment Techniques

students shape their attitudes toward reading. In one recent study, researchers reported 

that comprehension was impacted more by intrinsic motivation to read than by the 

amount students read.2 Affective concerns impacted valued outcomes even more than 

practice with reading did. Students can provide valid information about their own 

learning that cannot be gleaned from other sources.

Student Interviews
The easiest way to learn about students’ likes or dislikes is to ask them. Teachers should 

set up special times during the school day to meet with students for conferences, which 

can include an informal interview. Doing so helps teachers build rapport with students, 

as well as yielding important information about them.

Another purpose for interviewing students who are having difficulty with read-

ing is to gain insight into how they perceive reading.3 Because perception determines 

behavior, a change in behavior follows rather than precedes perceptions. To change 

reading behaviors, the students’ perceptions of reading must also change. Thus, gaining 

an insight into students’ existing perceptions assists the teacher in better understand-

ing why students function as they do. Researchers recently found that many students 
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are not largely aware of their self-perceptions of reading. This may mean the stigma of 

reading poorly does not impact overall self-perception of competence for all students 

the way adults might predict for them. But it also may mean that many students are not 

given direct opportunities to self-assess their own growth, proficiency, strengths, and 

weaknesses in reading.4

A third purpose for interviewing students is to enable them to explore their own 

reading behaviors—to help them understand themselves. In talking about their reading, 

students become more aware of how they perceive and approach it. Self-awareness is 

essential because it is the first step toward change. Thus, becoming aware of their per-

ceptions about reading can help students realize whether these perceptions are accurate 

and, if not, which additional aspects need to be incorporated into their understanding 

of the reading process. For example, the first three questions in Fig ure 3.2 are designed to 

elicit students’ perceptions of their purposes for reading. A student who responds “I’m 

trying to understand the story” or “Get the words right so I’ll understand the book” is 

showing a perception that emphasizes comprehension.

In addition, becoming more conscious of the strategies that they presently use in 

reading may, with teacher guidance, lead students to see there are additional strategies 

Figure 3.2 Student Interview Protocol

Student Interview

1. What is the most important thing about reading?

2. When you are reading, what are you trying to do?

3. What is reading?

4. When you come to a word you don�t know, what do you do?

5. Do you think it�s important to read every word correctly? Why? Why not?

6. What makes a person a good reader?

7. Do you think good readers ever come to a word they don�t know? If yes, what do you think
they do?

Name:


