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Abstract 

 The provision of reading assessment tools and interventions for students with learning 

disabilities at a highly individualized level of support is explored in this action research study. 

Through the inquiry process the researcher examined the use of diagnostic, formative, progress 

monitoring, and summative assessment tools for phonological and orthographical knowledge 

with a small group of grade three and four students during an eight week Tier 1 intervention 

program. The application of assessment tools for measurement of phonological and 

orthographical development is examined as well as the effectiveness of interventions for 

development of early reading skills. Considerations for the improvement of the assessment 

process, selection of assessment tools, and impact of interventions on student learning are 

provided in the conclusion. Further research on teacher response to assessments in other student 

groupings and contexts over longer time frames is warranted. 
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Chapter One  

Introduction 

Response to Assessment 

 For the greater part of my career I have been a teacher of primary students. In my role as 

both a classroom and a learning assistance teacher I have always been interested in the transition 

between “learning to read” and “reading to learn.” This transition happens as students begin to 

exert less mental effort on decoding and greater mental effort on understanding the text. It is the 

beginning of reading independently. For many students it is an effortless process that just 

happens through the varied literacy activities offered within the context of a typical classroom. 

For some students it requires moderate amounts of effort as well as additional instruction with 

guided practice in a small group with the support of a Learning Assistance Teacher. For a few 

students learning to read is a task that causes feelings of great frustration and anxiety as well as 

the development of avoidance behaviours. Behaviours such as excessive body movement, 

fidgeting, and distractive talking or arguing may be observed. Those students require 

significantly adapted instruction and intense support to manage within the classroom context. 

They often hit a plateau in their literacy development and are not able to read age or grade 

appropriate texts with any degree of independence. These struggling learners are of great concern 

to their classroom teachers who strive to provide suitable programming within the classroom 

context. Some of these students are enigmatic to their Learning Assistance teachers when they 

fail to respond to additional instruction and remedial programming in a small group context.   

 A shift in how we think about learners’ strengths and needs is underway within The 

British Columbia education system, resulting in a re-examination of the where, when, and what 
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we do to support learners. The Policy of Inclusion, a guiding principle for the BC education 

system, is explained as “all students are entitled to equitable access to learning, achievement and 

the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their educational programs” (BC Ministry of Education, 

2016, p. 2). 

 The principals of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) promote inclusionary practices in 

education through the creation of learning environments that accommodate the full range of 

individual learners. “The UDL approach is to design curricula that will succeed with the widest 

possible range of learners, with explicit consideration of students with disabilities” (Rose & 

Strangman, 2007, p. 389). Within the the UDL approach “universally designed learning goals, 

methods, materials, and assessments are essential to helping diverse learners reach a common 

destination” (Rose & Strangman, 2007, p. 389). This general education framework for inclusive 

learning has led to greater emphasis on planning for the diversity of needs and strengths that 

students demonstrate within the classroom. Greater accommodation of the range of individual 

abilities and achievement levels is addressed throughout the planning, learning, and assessment 

processes and products. Academic accommodations for students who do not read at grade level 

might include the use of a reader, access to information technology tools, or provision of 

alternate materials such as videos. The UDL framework aims to enhance academic achievement 

through classroom accessed educational programming.  

 A second approach to how we think about the needs and strengths of learners and a model 

of providing support has been developed through the multi-tiered instructional model known as 

Response to Intervention (RTI). McIntosh et al. (2011) explain that in Canada “the RTI approach 

has arisen from consultation-based service delivery models to address concerns with traditional 
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approaches to assessment and service delivery” (p. 21) in order to provide preventive support for 

all students. Traditionally, assessment of at risk students occurred through a referral process for 

psycho-educational assessment undertaken by the school based team after a student 

demonstrated academic failures such as lack of progress in reading and written expression. With 

the RTI framework early identification of students with learning and behaviour needs is attained 

through a focus on instructional quality within the classroom to prevent challenges, a process of 

universal screening and progress monitoring to evaluate effectiveness of instruction and identify 

students in need of further support, a tiered model of support services, and an individualized 

level of support (McIntosh et. al, 2011).  

 Students in the primary grades who do not meet screening criterion, as determined by the 

school district, for early reading skills are considered to be at risk and are more closely 

monitored by the Learning Support Team. Since RTI is a model of collaboration and teamwork 

team members may provide additional support in consultation with the classroom teacher within 

the daily activities of the classroom directed towards the needs of those at risk students.  The 

traditional model of grouping students for academic support with a specialist teacher outside of 

the classroom may also occur. However, learning opportunities for all students may be increased 

and improved when Learning Assistance Teachers and District Reading Teachers work 

collaboratively within the classroom. The RTI approach presents challenges related to time, 

planning, and professional autonomy due to the team-based model of decision making and 

support services. 

 When the student is rescreened, progress or lack of progress towards the screening 

criteria is used to determine whether the student will return to Tier 1 in class program and 
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screening, remain at Tier 2 levels of support, program, and monitoring, or move up to Tier 3 

levels of support and monitoring. Interventions increase in intensity within the three tier 

approach as more significant needs result in increased access to specialized support and services. 

Tier 3 might include one-to-one work with a specialist teacher, referral for consultations and 

assessments by specialized staff, and increased frequency and duration of support. Progress 

monitoring for adequate progress towards the targeted goal in literacy through individual 

response to instruction and researched-based interventions are key aspects of the RTI model. 

 As a teacher of grades 2, 3, and 4 students for the majority of my years as a classroom 

teacher, it has been my responsibility to advocate for additional assessment and support for 

students who are not yet within expectations for literacy at their grade level.  Eventually, some of 

these students who are described as at risk learners may be referred for psycho-educational 

assessment in order to determine the presence of a learning disability as the cause of that 

student’s lack of progress. Students who are transitioning out of the primary program, grade 3, to 

the intermediate program, grades 4 to 7, without mastery of basic reading, spelling, and writing 

skills are at great risk for long term difficulties in meeting the level of proficiency in English 

Language Arts required for graduation from high school. Reading difficulties may contribute to a 

more inherent struggle with overall academic achievement as disabilities in literacy affect 

achievement in all academic areas of school. Reading difficulties may also cause a student to 

struggle with social-emotional aspects of school and mental health. 

 The mandate to focus on improving early literacy, assessment, and early intervention for 

struggling learners is a recurring theme in BC Ministry of Education policy and documents. 
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 The BC Education Plan to transform education (2011), proposes personalized learning 

“that’s focused on the needs, strengths and aspirations of each individual young person” (p. 5). A 

redesigning of curriculum while asserting a focus on “Staying Solid on the Basics” of Reading, 

Writing, and Math as well as the development of new tools “to provide greater access, richer 

information, and more consistency across the province on student progress” is mandated 

(Ministry of Education, 2011, p. 4). One Action Step of the Plan (2011) is “effective intervention 

strategies and supports…to more quickly identify students who are struggling and to address 

their specific needs” (p. 6). 

 Further evidence of the importance of early literacy and early intervention is stated on a 

website recently launched by the BC Ministry of Education in partnership with SD # 38 

Richmond. The Provincial Outreach Program for Early Intervention (POPEI) website has as its’ 

mandate “to increase educators’ capacity to support all learners, particularly diverse and 

struggling learners” (2014).  Outcomes addressed under POPEI’s Mandate include to 

“build and sustain the capacity of all educators…for effective instruction and early intervention 

as well as “in the area of primary literacy instruction” (POPEI, 2014). The need to “research, 

evaluate and share evidence-based practice and resources for educating struggling learners, 

including those with learning disabilities” (POPEI, 2014) is also mandated. 

Statement of Problem 

 Learning Assistance Teachers are having to re-examine their roles and responsibilities as 

the education system shifts its focus from student support services for special education students 

as a separate entity to learning support services as a team of educators. The team works 

collaboratively in determining the programs, supports, and services for both special and general 
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education students within the context of that school culture and community. New frameworks 

such as Universal Design for Learning for practicing inclusionary learning environments and 

accommodating the diversity of learners are impacting practices. New frameworks such as 

Response to Intervention for assessing and supporting struggling and at risk learners are 

impacting practices. New skills in communication, facilitation, consultation, and leadership as 

practices for supporting learners shift towards new models of assessment and support. New tools 

and methods for assessing and supporting learners are required.   

Context of the Study 

 While there are many questions to be addressed due to the changing nature of the 

Learning Assistance Teacher to one of Learning Support Teacher, the most pressing ones within 

my experience and practice are those which explore the multi-tiered Response to Intervention 

model. Exactly what will this model of intense support look like in practice? How will students 

at Tier 2 be assessed for advancement to the third tier? What assessment tools are available for 

Tier 3 assessments? Which evidence-based practices are appropriate as interventions for each 

individual learner?  

 Students who have been diagnosed with a learning disability through the psycho-

educational assessment process are a very diverse group of learners. Which practices  are 

supported by evidence to be effective for each student with a particular learning disability? What 

evidence is needed to know that a specific evidence based practice is effective and causing 

learning to occur for that unique learner? How can the effectiveness of an intervention be 

measured? 
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 In my position of Itinerant Resource Teacher for the Learning Assessment Program I am 

responsible for providing Tier 2 and 3 interventions for a group of six students over four days per 

week in an eight week cycle.  The small group of students of similar age, cognitive profile, and 

needs for support attend the program at an elementary school with the intent that they will make 

a significant gain in reading skills in order to return to their classrooms with increased 

competence and confidence as students with learning disabilities. Within my role I report back to 

the Learning Support Team at each student’s school regarding the student’s progress and 

response to the interventions provided and make recommendations for further goals, support, or 

assessments. The application of effective and efficient diagnostic and assessment tools is 

essential to my practice. Knowledge of a wide range of evidence based interventions for literacy 

is fundamental to my role. Monitoring and measuring progress in response to an intervention is 

of paramount importance. Through examination of my practices as a Tier 2 and 3 specialist 

teacher I sought further knowledge to enhance my understanding and to provide answers to these 

questions. 

Action Research Study 

 This study describes my process of building my knowledge through exploration of the 

following research question: 

 How can I improve my individual intervention practices through deliberate application of 

assessment tools for reading interventions? 

 The study includes students in grades three and four who have been recommended by the 

Learning Assessment Team for placement in the eight week Learning Assessment Program 

classroom. Current student achievement information was available from the Individual 
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Education Plans for each student. Information about cognitive processing and areas in need for 

achievement was available from the Psycho-Educational Assessments for each student. 

Interviews were conducted with the parent and student, as well as the classroom learning support 

teachers for each student. Further in depth assessment of reading achievement, strengths, and 

needs was conducted by myself in week one when students began to attend the program.  

Information about progress of reading skills was collected weekly with a final assessment done 

in week eight of the program for sharing with each student’s parents and learning support team 

during an exit meeting. 

 The knowledge I gained was valuable for my practice as a teacher of a small group 

intervention program for students with learning disabilities in that I became more skilled in 

diagnosing reading levels and determining the most effective interventions to implement over the 

eight week program. Students benefited from greater progress in their reading skills when I was 

able to provide the most appropriate assessments and timely intervention practices on an 

individualized level. The learning support and classroom teachers were part of each student’s 

team benefited from my shared experiences of the students’ progress and the effects of the 

interventions. This action research project enabled me to enhance understanding of reading 

interventions at the Tier 3 level for myself, as a colleague of learning support teachers, and as a 

resource teacher for learning support teams. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

Overview 

 The development of reading skills, strategies, and abilities is a topic upon which 

extensive amounts of theory and research have been generated. Reading development for 

individual students is a primary focus of both general and special education instruction, 

assessment, and intervention theory and practice. Since the 1970’s many theories of reading and 

literacy development have influenced the practices of instruction, assessment, and intervention 

for struggling learners including, but not limited to, Whole Language Theory (Goodman), Social 

Constructivism (Vygotsky), and Emergent Literacy (Clay). This literature review outlines the 

historical background for reading development as described by Cognitive Processing theories in 

order to examine the perspectives that inform the assessment and intervention currently practiced 

in the British Columbia Education System. The review examines current research about the 

development of reading skills in typical and atypical learners. Assessment of early reading 

development is reviewed through the work of Goodman, Clay, and Deno. Areas for further 

research are considered from the Response to Intervention model. 

Typical Reading Development 

 Tracey and Morrow, in their book Lenses on Reading Second Edition (2012), provide a 

thorough and comprehensive overview of the historical and theoretical models of learning as 

applicable to the field of reading. Chapter Seven of the text presents Theories and Models 

representing Cognitive-Processing Perspectives from the late 1950s onward which are of 

relevance to the development of contemporary educational research and reading instruction. 
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“Cognitive-processing frameworks attempt to explain the internal workings of the mind as 

individuals engage in complex mental activities” such as reading (p. 151).  

 Early cognitive-processing frameworks depict reading as a stage-by-stage concept during 

which information is processed, reflected upon, learned, saved, and retrieved (Tracey, 2012). 

Gough’s model (1972) represents reading as a series of information-processing steps proceeding 

from lower order to higher order stages (Tracey, 2012). The processes, or stages, are defined as 

Visual System, Scanner, Decoder, Librarian, and Merlin (Tracey, 2012, p. 155). Gough’s 

framework is an example of a bottom up model because of its linear nature.  

 LaBerge and Samuels (1974) developed a second bottom up framework, called the 

Automatic Information-Processing Model, which described reading as five processes, or stages, 

defined as visual memory, phonological memory, episodic memory, semantic memory, and 

attention (Tracey, 2012). 

 Ehri proposed a four stage model of reading development: Pre-alphabetic, Partial 

Alphabetic, Full Alphabetic, and Consolidated Alphabetic (Ehri, 1995). “A major task of 

researchers has been to explain how beginners acquire the ability to recognize sight words 

rapidly and automatically” (Ehri, 1995, p. 116). The acquisition of high frequency words as 

words known be sight is described by Ehri as the ability of readers “to look at a word and 

immediately recognize its meaning without expending any effort decoding the word” (1995, p. 

116).  

 A top-down framework for reading as a stage by stage cognitive process is one that 

places “places heavy reliance on the reader (rather than the text) during the reading 

process” (Tracey, 2012, p. 162) by emphasizing the importance of the reader’s background 
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knowledge as “sources of information to make predictions and hypotheses about upcoming 

text” (Tracey, 2012, p. 162). The top-down framework is reflected in the psycholinguistic theory 

of reading in which readers use multiple cueing systems of syntactic, semantic, and 

graphophonic information to predict the next words in a text (Tracey, 2012). Goodman (1967) 

described the readers’ errors in word reading as miscues and proposed that “reading miscues can 

be examined to illuminate the reader’s thinking process during reading” (Tayler, in Tracey, 2012, 

p. 69). The work of Goodman, along with the work of Smith (1971), contributed to the 

development of the philosophy of Whole Language literacy instruction (Tracey, 2012). “Whole 

Language Theory suggests that reading, like oral language, is a natural process that children will 

acquire if immersed in high-quality literacy environments and exposed to meaningful, authentic 

literacy experiences and high-quality literature” (Tayler, in Tracey, 2012, p. 70). 

 Rumelhart (1974, 1994) proposed a non-linear framework for depicting reading as an 

Interactive Model where “the simultaneous processing of syntactic information (referring to 

word order within sentences), semantic information (related to message construction), 

orthographic information (related to visual input), and lexical information (referring to word 

knowledge) allows for higher level and lower levels processes to simultaneously interact on the 

visual input.” (Stanovich, in Tracey, 2012, p. 161). 

Atypical Reading Development 

 Stanovich extended the work of Rumelhart with his contention that not only do readers 

use multiple sources of information simultaneously and interactively but they also use them in a 

compensatory manner. “If one processor is not working well, or has insufficient data, the other 

processors compensate for it” (Tracey, 2012, p. 163). According to Tracey (2012) Stanovich’s 
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Interactive-Compensatory Model (1980) provides concepts to theorize on the differences in 

individuals’ reading abilities. 

 The theory and model of individual readers processing information from text in different 

ways developed by Stanovich in the 1980’s led to an increased examination of the concept of 

dyslexia and the issues of identifying and treating reading disabilities (Tracey, 2012). Stanovich’s 

Paper “Mathew Effects on Reading” (1986) describes the compounding effects that children with 

phonemic awareness deficits face in their struggle to acquire literacy and outlines the importance 

of early intervention for reading disabled students (Tracey, 2012). Stanovich (1988) examined 

the research findings on struggling readers, described as “garden variety” poor readers, and 

conducted his own longitudinal research comparing them to dyslexic type struggling readers in 

order to develop a global model for understanding the reading problems of each group. The 

resulting work is his Phonological-Core Variable-Difference Model which assumes that a child 

with the learning disability dyslexia “has a brain/cognitive deficit that is reasonably specific to 

the reading task…and that the deficits displayed by such children not extend too far into other 

domains of cognitive functioning” (Stanovich, 1988, p. 601). 

 Wolf and Bowers (1999) further develop Stanovich’s model by proposing the Double-

Deficit Hypothesis (Tracey, 2012). A deficit in rapid naming skill is advanced as a cause of 

reading disability in children. Having both a phonological deficit and a naming speed deficit 

results in a “double deficit’ and causes a more severe reading disability (Tracey, 2012, p. 173).  

 Neuroscience has influenced recent theory, research, and practice of education and 

reading development. The use of brain imagining techniques such as Positron Emission 

Tomography (PET), functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI), and event-related 
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potentials (ERPs)  have allowed researchers to study the brain activity of individuals while a 

complex cognitive process such as reading is taking place. “Our growing understanding of 

plasticity offers a way of studying the impact of specialized remedial programmes on brain 

function…If the effects of such remedial programmes are specific, then neuroimaging should 

reveal changes” (Goswami, 2004, p. 9). 

 Shaywitz and Shaywitz (2008) state that “converging evidence from laboratories around 

the world now demonstrates a neural signature for dyslexia, specifically, a disruption of posterior 

neural systems serving reading” (p. 1343). Studies using functional Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging and Positron Emission Tomography have provided new understandings of how language 

and information are processed by different areas of the brain as well as new evidence as to the 

effects of academic instruction and intervention in literacy. “Our findings indicate that a 

phonologically based reading intervention leads to the development of neural systems both in 

anterior…and posterior…brain regions” (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2005, p. 1305). 

Assessment of Typical Reading Development  

 Assessment of reading within classroom contexts has largely been influenced by Whole 

Language Theory and it’s roots in psycholinguistic theory and the constructivist perspective of 

learning. “Whole language starts with the premise that the whole is more than the sum of its 

parts; it cannot be studied or evaluated by reducing what happens in whole-language classrooms 

to what happens in skill-based classrooms” (Goodman, 1989, p. 208). Assessment of reading in a 

whole language program is through the use of running records to observe errors a reader makes 

during oral reading of a levelled text. The errors, termed miscues by Goodman (1967, in Tracey, 
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2012), are analyzed to determine which cueing systems are and are not being used by the reader 

to guide reading.  

 Marie Clay’s work was based on the premise that it was important to study “proficiency 

rather than deficiency” when observing children who struggle in reading (Pinnell & Fountas, 

2006, p. 364).  Clay studied what successful readers did to decode and comprehend text then 

developed her assessments and instructional framework to provide additional early support for 

struggling readers. Emergent Literacy Theory differs from stage theories in that it “argues that 

children’s listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills begin at birth” (Morrow (2012), in 

Tracey (2012), p. 100) and develop in a continuous manner. Clay’s Observation Survey of Early 

Literacy Achievement (1993) is the basis for many universal screening tools for assessing early 

literacy including: letter identification, word test, concepts about print, writing vocabulary, 

hearing and recording sounds in words, and text reading by use of a running record. Assessment 

and Intervention for struggling readers is provided by the Reading Recovery Program, modelled 

upon Clay’s theories, “a school-based literacy intervention for first-grade students having the 

greatest difficulty learning to read” (Hunt, 2010, p. 758). 

Assessment of Atypical Reading Development 

 The early work of Deno (2003) provided the initial tools for formative assessment of 

typical and atypical readers with his approach to measuring the academic growth of individual 

students known as Curriculum-based measurement (CBM). Deno’s research was “whether a 

formative evaluation system could be developed for use by teachers to improve their 

effectiveness in teaching students with academic disabilities” (2003, p. 3). The research led to the 

development of “progress monitoring procedures that met conventional reliability and validity 
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criteria in the areas of reading spelling, and written expression” (Deno, 2003, p. 4). A key 

perspective within CBM is that special education teachers could improve the effectiveness of 

their instructional programs if they had a system of formative evaluation that was “a simple, 

reliable, and valid set of measurement procedures that teachers could use to frequently and 

repeatedly measure the growth of their students in the basic skills or reading, spelling, and 

written expression” (Deno, 2003, p. 5). 

 The tools for measurement from CBM have been further developed to cover materials 

that are not reflective of a particular curriculum.  These general outcome measurement 

procedures, known dynamic indicators of basic skills or DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Early 

Literacy Skills), were developed through the research of  Good and Kaminski (2011). “High-

quality assessment tools have a vital role in the implementation of effective early reading 

instruction and intervention” (Denton et al, 2006, p. 8).  According to Deno (2003), “The results 

of the research in this area provide clear evidence that both special educators and classroom 

teachers can use CBM to provide ongoing documentation of student progress and to signal the 

need for increased intensification of instruction when inclusive programs are unsuccessful” (p. 

188). 

Current Research 

 Assessment of typical and atypical readers often begins with an oral reading fluency 

screen (ORF) to determine the reading level of the student in relation to benchmarks determined 

by a publisher or relative to the norms adopted by the school district to determine and report 

achievement. Allington et al. (2015) report that “the best research evidence currently available 
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supports the use of texts that can be read with at least 95% accuracy for instructional 

purposes” (p. 496). 

 Younger readers may require interventions in the area of decoding.  Kuhn (2004) 

examines the role of  “accuracy, automaticity, and prosody that makes oral reading sound like 

spoken language” (p. 338). She investigates the effects of repeated readings and wide-reading 

approaches in order to assess the impact of each strategy on reading fluency in second grade 

struggling readers. Both approaches provided results that indicate effective fluency-oriented 

instruction. 

 The differing results from the two strategies indicate that FOOR [fluency-oriented oral  

 reading strategy] might be more effective for students who need to work primarily on  

 mechanics of their reading, or automaticity and prosody, whereas the wide-reading  

 approach could be used with students who need to work on improving not only their  

 word recognition but also their comprehension. (Kuhn, 2004, p. 343) 

 Older readers may require interventions in the area of vocabulary and comprehension.  

Goodwin and Perkins (2015) examine morphological instruction as a key component of word 

learning in academic language in a problem solving approach for reading content area texts using 

research-based comprehension strategy instruction. “We used morphological principles, and we 

allotted instructional time and sequenced introduction of words…[to help students] see words as 

puzzles that are made up of units of meaning” (p. 518). 

 Slavin et al. (2011) reviewed 97 studies comparing strategies for helping struggling 

readers ages 5 through 10. Findings support that “the best approach for struggling readers is to 

provide high-quality instruction in the first place” (p. 22).  A particular focus on “improving 
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regular classroom teaching to prevent reading problems and on the use of one-to-one rather than 

small-group instruction for students with the most serious difficulties” (p. 22) was identified in 

the review. It was also noted that “across all categories of programs, almost all successful 

programs have a strong emphasis on phonics” (p. 19).  Finally, the study notes that “high quality 

intervention over many years is needed for lasting impacts, in contrast to the expectation that 

brief, intensive tutoring will put struggling readers permanently on track” (p. 23).  

 Response to Intervention (RTI) is a collaborative model of service delivery for general 

and special education students which provides multi-tiered instruction, universal screening, 

progress monitoring, and interventions through the use of data collection, problem solving, and 

evidence-based practices. RTI is a process which seeks to be preventative in nature because it 

uses formative assessment to identify struggling learners and provide effective and timely 

interventions for meeting criteria by end of grade. Literature on the historical and current 

practices of RTI, as well as most research on the topic, predominately examines its development 

in the United States. Jimerson et al. (2007) propose that “RTI be considered the systematic use of 

assessment data to most efficiently allocate resources in order to enhance student learning for all 

students and to effectively identify those who are eligible for special education services” (p. 4). 

 RTI is further examined by Lipson et al. (2011) in that some “students need more tailored 

instruction that is responsive to their specific strengths and areas of need” (p. 204). The provision 

of more individualized instruction requires that learning support teachers use formative 

assessments for diagnostic purposes in order to determine the specific underlying causes of 

reading difficulties in students. Examining assessment data with a diagnostic mind set involves 

moving beyond “global reading levels to looking at the component areas of reading” including: 
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phonological awareness, letter identification, sight vocabulary, fluency, decoding, vocabulary, 

comprehension, motivation, stamina, writing about reading, and text level (Lipson et al. 2011, p. 

205). 

Gaps in Knowledge 

 McIntosh et al. suggest that “given the challenges of systems change, RTI 

implementation might expand on a small scale, with a committed team, in one area of student 

support” (2011, p. 35). A need for further research on implementing evidence-based interventions 

with fidelity is described (McIntosh, 2011). The use of evidence-based interventions is 

superseded by the need for further research on implementing formative assessments that provide 

diagnostic information for determining the specific, individualized interventions that will result 

in increased reading achievement for the struggling reader. 

 By focusing on early literacy and reading interventions for students with learning 

disabilities my action research study will provide further information on the implementation of 

interventions at the Tier 2 and 3 levels on a small scale, using individualized assessments and  

interventions, and within the practice of a reading intervention teacher.  
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

Introduction 

 In this study I used action research to consider a question of significance to my practices 

as the provider of a program supporting students with learning disabilities: 

 How can I improve my individual intervention practices through deliberate application of 

assessment tools for reading interventions? 

 McNiff and Whitehead describe action research as a methodology in which “taking 

purposeful action with educational intent therefore involves a deep understanding of oneself in 

relation with others” (2010, p. 19). Four ideas are used to guide an action research project:  a 

commitment to educational improvement; a special kind of research question, asked with 

educational intent; putting the ‘I’ at the centre of the research; educational action that is 

informed, committed and intentional (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010, p. 34). These ideas reflect the 

ontological and epistemological values I hold as a researcher of special education.  

Research Method 

 Action research is a process of improving personal practice through “a generative 

transformational view of change” (McNiff, 2010, p. 35). This context influenced view of change 

seeks improvement based on the premise that “you have the capacity to influence the future 

through acting intentionally in the now” (McNiff, 2010, p. 35).  

  A Canadian perspective on the value and depth of knowledge created through action 

research is shared in the work of Linda Halbert and Judy Kaser (2010), two leaders of 

educational change whose work in British Columbia and internationally has provided a 
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framework for action research as applied to the education system. In Leadership Mindsets 

(2009), Kaser and Halbert state “An inquiry-oriented approach to improving learning is not 

linear, sequential, or fully predictable” (p. 76) and that “conceptualizing inquiry as a cycle and a 

spiral” (p. 76) is a way to visualize and organize the action research process.  This follows the 

model put forth by McNiff that the action research  process is cyclical and “involves a 

continuous process of acting, reflecting on the action, then acting again in new ways” (McNiff, 

2010, p. 95). 

 For this research I will follow the seven aspects of the spiral of  inquiry as outlined by 

Kaser and Halbert (2009): “Identify an important learning challenge; Generate an improvement-

oriented question; Develop Criteria for success; Support Teacher learning; Do Engaging teaching 

and learning; Assess student learning; Look for patterns (Figure 4.2 Spiral of inquiry p. 76). 

Context 

 As a District Itinerant Resource Teacher for Student Support Services in my school 

district I am the teacher for the Learning Assessment Program. Over the course of the school 

year the program provides individualized and group assessment, instruction, and interventions 

for six students per cycle. All students recommended for placement in the program have had a 

Psycho-educational Assessment through the School Psychologist or outside agency and meet the 

criteria for category Q Learning Disability as defined by the BC Ministry of Education: Students 

with learning disabilities are identified based on “1. Persistent difficulty in learning, and 2. 

Average or above average cognitive ability, and 3. Weaknesses in cognitive processing” (2016, p. 

48). 
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 The program runs in four cycles of eight weeks per year. Students attend the program 

four days (Monday to Thursday) and return to their home school on Fridays. There is an entry 

meeting with the school and a parent interview to collect information for planning. There is an 

exit meeting at the end of the cycle to celebrate the student’s progress and share 

recommendations for future programming, support, and services. Assessment information and 

achievement levels are available from the Psycho-Educational Assessment Report and the 

student’s current Individual Education Plan. 

 In order to answer my research question, I used a phonological awareness assessment 

tool, the Phonemic Awareness Screening Assessment 2nd Grade or Above (Literacy Resources 

Inc., 2015), and an orthographic development tool, “Words Their Way Primary Spelling 

Inventory” (Bear, D. R., et al, 2004) for preintervention diagnostic assessment and for post 

intervention summary assessment. Assessment information was used to determine which areas of 

reading to target with intensive intervention support.  

 Once instructional goals were determined and interventions were planned I used DIBELS 

Next Progress Monitoring tools to examine the effectiveness of the interventions (Dynamic 

Measurement Group, Inc., (2011). The DIBELS Next Progress Monitoring measures are 

standardized, brief, and sensitive to student growth because multiple forms of equal difficulty are 

provided at each level (2011). Of particular relevance to my research question were the measures 

for Phoneme Segmentation Fluency and Nonsense Word Fluency. Oral Reading Fluency was 

assessed for students who had reading fluency goals as part of their interventions.  
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Participants  

 Students in grades 3 through 7 who have been identified as having a learning disability 

through a Psycho-educational Assessment by a District School Psychologist have access to the 

program. The BC Ministry of Education (2016, p. 48) bases the identification of students with 

learning disabilities as documented to have: 

• persistent difficulty learning and 

• average or above average cognitive ability and 

• weaknesses in cognitive processing  

 The composition of each group is determined by the Learning Assessment team with an 

aim of recommending students with common cognitive profiles and needs for learning support as 

well as balanced age and genders. Students were selected from the program wait list. The wait 

list was composed of grades 3 through 7 students and had a ratio of approximately 3 males to 1 

female student. The wait list included students from elementary schools throughout the school 

district and reflects the diversity of individual learners within the school district.  

 The main participant in this study was myself.  As a practitioner within the context of a 

classroom with my students I conducted “insider research” (McNiff, 2010, p. 18). As such care 

must be taken to prevent any undue influence on my part of the students and to protect them 

from undue influence or harm in their education program. In order to prevent my knowledge of 

which students in the small group were or were not participants. Recruitment of participants was 

undertaken as approved by the Research Ethics Board of Vancouver Island University October 5, 

2015. At the conclusion of the preprogram interviews I explained the study to the parents and 

students. I asked them to submit forms confidentially by mail to be held by a third party until the 



�23

conclusion of the eight week program. Once the study concluded, I collected the envelopes and 

was able to determine which students were participants. Participants remained anonymous until 

the cycle was complete to ensure researcher bias was not a variable in the study and no undue 

influence on student assessment or progress was exerted.  

 Once the program concluded the consent and assent forms were obtained. Four 

participants were identified. Three students were male and one was female. Two students were in 

grade 3 and two were in grade 4. Participants A, B, and C were grouped for similar intervention 

and progress monitoring. Participant D was paired with a non participating student for different 

interventions. 

Data Collection 

 The very personal and shared construction of understanding and knowledge creation 

implicit to action research is described by Kemmis (1992):  “Action research involves keeping a 

personal journal in which we record our progress and our reflections about two parallel sets of 

learning:  our learnings about the practices we are studying…and our learnings about the process 

(the practice) of studying them” (Kemmis, in Cohen et al., 2013, p. 347). 

 Data for this action research was gathered with a Reflective Journal to document  

“successful or unsuccessful action and the personal learning that emerges” (McNiff, 2010, p. 

156). A set of questions was developed to ensure consistency in the entries across the eight week 

cycle (Appendix A). 

 Data documenting the responses of students to the assessments and interventions was 

gathered with set questions during an interview (Appendix B). Due to the age of participants and 

deficits in reading and writing it was necessary to collect information through an oral process 
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with the support of scribing to collect data on participant perspective on the assessments and 

interventions. The interviews were conducted three times over the eight week study.  

 Data about student response to individual interventions was gathered through progress 

monitoring assessment tools.    

 Attendance for participants A and B was 27 out of 29 days, and for C was 26 out of 29 

days. Strong attendance likely had a positive effect on progress and allowed for consistent data 

gathering for those participants. Participant D attended 23 out of 29 possible days which likely 

had a negative effect on progress and data collection. 

Analysis and Interpretation  

 Data was triangulated through the use of three different methods: journal reflections, 

individual reflections through interview questions, and progress monitoring data. The journal 

reflections were analyzed for keywords and themes. The survey questions were analyzed for 

student perspective on the process of intervention.  The progress monitoring data was analyzed 

for the effectiveness and efficiency of interventions on the students’ progress. 

 Triangulation is the use of both qualitative and quantitative data to “explain more fully, 

the richness and complexity of human behaviour by studying it from more than one 

standpoint” (Cohen, 2007, p. 195).  With a mixed methods approach that uses both qualitative 

and quantitative kinds of data, I was able to attain greater validity in my inquiry findings. 

 In this action research,  assessment practices for tier 3 intervention were explored and 

described in order to bring further understanding of what is relevant and beneficial, as well as 

irrelevant and without merit, for my practice as a teacher of students with learning disabilities. 

“Qualitative research provides a mechanism for conveying information through the use of ‘rich’ 
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and ‘thick’ descriptions, thereby permitting a deeper understanding of the research participant’s 

experience and point of view” (Rumrill et al., 2011, p. 178). 

 In my reflection journal I examined how effectively I matched interventions to individual 

participants. By examining the progress of individual participants in relation to the group’s 

progress I enhanced my understanding of individual intervention practices. In the student 

responses I examined how the interventions impacted their ability to describe and self evaluate 

their progress in reading.  Consideration of the progress monitoring information as quantitative 

data along with the student responses as qualitative data provided insight into my findings by 

allowing a comparison of student achievement to student perceptions of progress or 

achievement.  I examined my Journal for anecdotal evidence and observations that demonstrated 

the improvement of my individual intervention practices relative to the assessment tools used.  

 The findings from this inquiry are small in scale and reflect a brief period of time.  

According to Cohen, qualitative research “gives voices to participants, and probes issues that lie 

beneath the surface of presenting behaviours and actions” (2013, p. 219). 

Limitations 

  Generalization of the findings from this action research to similar situations is not 

possible because the study is limited to one teacher’s experience in a specific context with a 

small group of students within a unique program over a brief time frame.  

Significance 

 Action research within the framework of a spiral of inquiry (Kaser & Halbert) follows a 

design for improving the learning of educators and learners that is relevant and applicable to 

teachers in the BC education system. The steps of inquiry can be followed individually or 



�26

collectively as a means of professional practice.  This research will provide a model and  

example for learning support teachers of the need for investigation of assessment and 

intervention practices for students with learning disabilities. The findings from this inquiry will 

be helpful for Learning Support Teachers who are beginning to use Tier 2 and 3 assessments and 

interventions as part of the Response to Intervention model as an example of what and how this 

might look like in one’s practice.  



�27

Chapter Four 

 Findings and Results 

 For my study I followed the seven aspects of the spiral of inquiry as outlined by Kaser 

and Halbert (2009). The findings and results for my study are organized under the headings for 

those seven aspects of inquiry. 

Aspect 1: Identifying an Important Learning Challenge 

 The roles and responsibilities of Learning Assistance Teachers are being transformed as 

the education system in British Columbia focuses on the creation of inclusionary learning 

environments and personalized learning. Supporting the diverse needs of learners in today’s 

classrooms requires the development of new practices for assessment and instruction in reading 

for students with learning disabilities. 

Aspect 2: Generating an Improvement Oriented Question 

 The purpose of my study was to examine my assessment and intervention practices when 

supporting struggling readers in order to enhance my knowledge and practices as a provider of 

reading assessments and interventions to students with learning disabilities. As an action 

researcher I explored the following question: 

 How can I improve my individual intervention practices through deliberate application of 

assessment tools for reading interventions? 

Aspect 3: Developing Criteria for Success 

 I determined that the success of my action research would be considered through 

examination of my responses to my research question with explanations and examples from my 

study. As the participant in a reflective inquiry, I explored the research question, examined my 
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personal learning process, and interpreted the findings through a lens of action, reflection, and 

new action guided by the following questions: 

 What do I know now that is important to my practices with assessments? 

 What do I know now that is important to my practices with interventions? 

 What do I know now about the relationship between specific reading assessments   

  and interventions? 

 What will I do next to continue improving my individual assessment or intervention  

  practices for students with learning disabilities? 

Aspect 4: Supporting Teacher Learning 

 As a learning assistance teacher I experience a feeling of urgency with each new group of 

students because of the brief amount of time available for diagnostic assessment, formative 

assessment, intervention, progress monitoring, and summative assessment. Students attend the 

small group, eight week intervention program for additional support in academics and learning 

processes. This sense of urgency was increased by the additional layer of self reflection for my 

research question and critical thinking about the assessment tools and intervention practices that 

undertaking an action research study entailed. I had prepared for my study by trialling each of 

the DIBELS Next (2011) fluency tools in order to develop my competency in administering each 

of the assessments. I had a variety of instructional tasks that I was experienced with as well as 

several newer intervention practices that I had been implementing such as the Phonemic 

Awareness Curriculum (Heggerty, 2006) and strategies from the evidence based PALS Reading 

framework (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2005) to choose from once diagnostic assessments were completed.  
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 I had also practiced using my reflection journal prompts as a framework for engaging in 

and recording my thinking and decision making processes. During a trial of the Student 

Interview Questions (Appendix B) with the previous cycle of students, I noted my goal for one 

of the interview sessions was “to obtain student perception of his/her reading progress at week 

three in the program.” For other factors that need to be considered with regard to the assessment 

tool I noted in my reflection journal:  

 “Kids don’t have much opportunity or purpose for thinking reflectively. Reading is hard, 

and mysterious, so giving ideas about how your reading changes is difficult. Lack of vocabulary 

and language to describe reading skills and strategies contributes to the difficulties.”  

 As my study progressed this observation about the students in my group came to mind 

over and over as I interviewed my students. I continued to think about the relationship between 

assessments and interventions and to consider the potentials of how assessment tools might also 

perform as interventions to support development of reading competence. I continued to consider 

the notion that knowing or not knowing about one’s self as a reader may be significantly 

impacted when a student experiences a deficit in auditory or visual processing. If a student has 

not yet had the experience of  processing auditory or visual sensory information in the particular 

manner needed for a cognitive task such as reading it is necessary to provide a means of 

intervention which supports the development of awareness of the process from not knowing 

towards knowing. I noted in my reflection journal: 

 “Kids with learning disabilities don’t know what they don’t know so how do they go 

where they need to go in their learning?”  
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 The same pre-study reflection also contained my first observation about the need for a 

preamble when engaging in an assessment task with a student when I wrote a draft for a 

procedural script:  

 “Now I am going to ask you three questions about your reading progress. The 

questions are to help me understand what is working or not working for you as a reader. You 

should take some time before you answer. Try to think of some things we read together to give 

you ideas.” 

 The practice of writing a script for each assessment became part of my action cycle and 

informed my observations and thinking about the efficacy and value of the individual assessment 

tools. This practice was a new way of acting that provides an example of how I was able to 

become more deliberate in my administration of assessment tools both as an overall practice and 

in the administration of each tool in a refined and consistent manner across individual students 

and over periods of time. 

 I continued to engage actively in reading about the types, purposes and descriptions of a 

range of assessment practices as a I searched for language and a framework which reflected my 

own beliefs and values about student assessment. Landrigan and Mulligan (2013) assert a belief 

that resonates with my own values. “Assessment…is not only about a tool and the information it 

provides; it is about what we do with that tool and information. Assessment is about the pursuit 

of understanding our readers, and what we do in that act makes a difference in the life of a 

reader” (p. 3). 

 After practicing using the Student Interview Questions for my study I came to the 

realization that the conversation that took place within the interview provided a valuable 
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opportunity for assessing the student’s metacognitive process as a reader. The Student Interview 

was a tool that would help me to understand my students’ knowledge about skills and strategies 

for reading and awareness of their thinking within the reading process. I was excited about this 

unexpected instrument for measuring student progress in a qualitative, systematic way that 

would help me improve my individual intervention practices by actively considering how a 

student was responding to a specific reading intervention. 

 As I examined my beliefs about the role and value of assessment in the support of 

readers, especially with readers with learning disabilities, I found myself returning to the work of 

Marie Clay (1993) and her idea of systematic observation through the use of assessment surveys. 

Pinnell and Fountas (2006) were influenced by Clay’s work in the development of their Guided 

Reading model as well as Word Matters: Teaching Phonics and Spelling in the Reading/Writing 

Classroom (1998). 

 I decided to include Fountas and Pinnell’s Process Interview: Reading (1998) as part of 

daily conversations to support reflection and goal setting with my students (Appendix C). The 

simple, direct, kid friendly questions reminded me that for every student the data collected, 

whether formal or informal, qualitative or quantitative, diagnostic, formative, or summative, 

contributes to the story which that reader tells about him or herself.  

 The use of this set of questions assisted me in becoming more systematic in my 

observations about my students’ own awareness of and knowledge about how their reading was 

changing or not changing. I was able to monitor for the transition from not knowing to knowing 

in my participants’ learning process as readers. 
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 Self-awareness of one’s changing abilities as a reader is something that I will continue to 

develop within my intervention practices as an important facet of supporting students with 

learning disabilities to develop greater agency and advocacy of their learning process.  

Aspect 5: Do Engaging Teaching and Learning 

 Before engaging. 

 Before the group of students began the program I completed a file review to gather 

information from the psycho-educational assessment and Individual Education Plan for each 

student. The review gave me information from the formal diagnostic testing about the relative 

cognitive strengths and challenges for each student and his or her areas of strength and need for 

academic achievement. Additional information about the cognitive processes of memory, 

attention, and executive function were provided in the reports as well as for visual-motor 

integration skill levels. Further information about academic progress and reading levels was 

gained by interviewing the Learning Assistance and Classroom Teachers of each student. Parents 

were contacted by phone and interviewed in order to provide additional information about each 

student’s interests, strengths, challenges, and goals. 

 Parents and students were given an information letter explaining the research study, as 

approved by the Research Ethics Board, as well as parent consent and student assent forms, after 

the preprogram visit. Participant forms were sent in by mail and remained unknown to me until 

the completion of the program in order to prevent researcher bias. At the conclusion of the 

program when consent and assent forms were collected, four out of the six students in the small 

group, intensive intervention program consented to be participants in the study. Participants are 

named as A, B, C, or D in the study to protect the confidentiality of the participants. 
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 It is important to note that all assessment, instruction, and intervention activities were 

provided to all six students in the program in the same manner as they would occur if a study 

were not taking place. By keeping myself blind to who was a participant in the study I took care 

to protect students from any undue influence or harm in their education program. 

 Data described in the study includes: quotes from my researcher journal about the 

assessment tools and process of applying the tools, my new understandings about the 

assessments and interventions, quotes from the participants obtained during the interviews about 

their learning, and assessment data from the specific assessment tools.  

 Two main areas which required support were determined: phonological processing for 

early reading and reading fluency to support comprehension. Spelling, and writing were 

secondary areas which required support.  

 All four participants had literacy goals in their Individual Education Plans that included 

the objective of increasing her or his independent reading levels as measured by The PM 

Benchmark Assessment (PMB, 2003) by June 2016 from: 

• level 13 PMB to 20 PMB (late grade 1 to mid grade 2). 

• level 6 PMB to 12 PMB (early grade 1 to mid grade 1). 

• level 1 PMB to 10 PMB (kindergarten to mid grade 1). 

• level 22 PMB to 26 PMB (end of grade 2 to beginning grade 4) 

Grade levels from “Nelson Education Levelling Comparison Chart” (2016).  

 The PM Benchmark Assessment (2003) is the tool that my school district uses to collect 

data about progress in reading for students in grades Kindergarten through grade 5. It is a 

collection of levelled fiction and nonfiction texts for assessing instructional and independent 
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reading levels through with a running record format. The fiction and nonfiction texts are intended 

to be new to the student. Comprehension is assessed through retelling and a set of questions to 

answer orally. It includes a qualitative scale for fluency but does not include a words per minute 

score. 

 All four participants had literacy goals that included a writing or spelling objective: 

• learn five new words a week with 60% accuracy. 

• reach the late letter-name alphabetic stage. 

• write one phonologically correct sentence independently. 

• with adaptations, demonstrate approaching expectations on the District Wide Write 

 In my school district we do not use a published assessment tool to screen development of 

spelling and writing skills after grade 3. The “Words Their Way Primary Spelling 

Inventory” (Bear, D.R., et al, 2004) is a tool that my school district uses to collect data about 

progress in spelling for students from Kindergarten through grade 3.  

 Beginning to engage. 

 My first week with a new group is always busy as we establish new routines and 

expectations for learning. The students settled in quickly once they got to know their peers and 

spent some time playing together in the classroom and outside.  

 It is always challenging to engage students in assessment activities early in the program 

before they have developed a relationship with myself as their teacher and the other students as 

their friends. I introduce myself to the students as a learning coach during their visits to the 

classroom the week before the program starts. I tell them that I have spent a long time learning 

about teaching reading and writing and that I have some new ideas for them to try. I tell them a 
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story they are familiar with; the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. The message of the 

story is that each person has to try more than one thing before he or she finds the one that is just 

right. Our plan together is to figure out what is too easy, too hard, or just right for each student. 

 My purpose in choosing the two assessment tools, orthographic knowledge and 

phonological knowledge, was to obtain a snapshot of the pre-program development of skills in 

each area for consideration in matching the student with the intervention at a level within that 

intervention which will be at the student’s instructional level. The instructional level is the range 

where the student is not able to independently demonstrate the skill but is able to demonstrate the 

skill with an adult providing the appropriate support and feedback. This attention at the level of 

sub-skills within a stage or level of development is important to answering my research question 

regarding the deliberate application of assessment tools for the improvement of my intervention 

practices. 

 Diagnostic assessment of orthographical knowledge. 

 The assessment tool that I used first is a group assessment for spelling development 

called the “Words Their Way Primary Spelling Inventory” from Words Their Way: Word Study 

for Phonics, Vocabulary, and Spelling Instruction, Third Edition (Bear, D.R., et al, 2004, p. 300). 

This tool provides an opportunity to collect information about students’ specific knowledge 

about the patterns of phoneme-grapheme correspondences in a brief, small group session. The 

list of 26 words progresses from less to more difficult with predetermined sections for when the 

accumulation of errors indicates the need to stop assessing. A stage of development is determined 

through scoring the number of correct orthographic features a student encodes.  
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 Students may be familiar with this tool as it is frequently used by classroom teachers for 

screening and grouping students. It provides an assessment of their current skills for encoding so 

that I can begin to plan for instruction as individuals or small groups. I repeated the same 

assessment at the end of the program to determine post intervention scores for use in evaluating 

the relationship between the assessment and intervention. This assessment also provided an 

opportunity for me to observe fine motor skills and visual motor integration skills that may be 

impacting a student’s written output.   

 The authors of Words Their Way (2004) explain the development of orthographic 

knowledge as a “students’ growing knowledge of words as a continuum or a series of 

chronologically ordered phases of knowledge” ( p.8) that progress from Alphabet to Pattern to 

Meaning stages. Participants were identified as being in the following stages of spelling 

development: 

Table 1 

 Stages of development and areas for instruction and intervention for each participant are 

noted below: 

• Participant A (Letter Name - Alphabetic Late Stage) Review: Consonant Digraphs and Within 

Word Pattern Early, Instructional: Long Vowel Patterns 

Words Their Way Primary Spelling Inventory Diagnostic Scores
Participant Beginning 

Consonants
Final 
Consonants

Short 
Vowels

Consonant 
Digraphs

Consonant
Blends

Long
Vowel
Patterns

Other 
Vowel 
Patterns

Inflected 
Endings 

Feature 
Points

Wrods 
Spelled 
Correctly

Participant 
A 7 7 7 4 6 0 0 2 33 6

Participant 
B 7 6 5 1 2 0 0 2 23 2

Participant 
C 4 4 5 1 0 0 0 0 14 1

Participant 
D 7 6 5 5 7 0 1 3 34 5
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• Participant B (Letter Name-Alphabetic Late Stage) Instructional: Consonant Digraphs and 

Consonant Blends 

• Participant C (Letter Name -Alphabetic Middle to Late Stage) Review: Short Vowels, 

Instructional: Consonant Digraphs and Consonant Blends. 

• Participant D (Within Word Pattern Early Stage) Instructional: Long Vowel Patterns  

 Participants A and D were each paired with another student in the group for interventions. 

Participant B and Participant C worked individually for the interventions. 

 Reflection on efficacy of the “Words Their Way” (2004) assessment tool.  

 Students with learning disabilities often experience anxiety about spelling tests. This is an 

assessment tool that is widely used by classroom teachers and as such was familiar rather than 

stressful to the participants. It was presented in the context of being an inventory of what they 

already knew about individual sounds in words so that they were comfortable encoding as much 

of the word as possible. Partially correct spellings were encouraged rather than a right or wrong 

approach, reflecting the word feature scoring of the assessment. 

 One consideration when using this assessment tool is that the validity of the assessment 

may be impacted by the group setting. Students sometimes compromise the data by blurting out 

hints or listening to the others’ efforts to use strategies such as sounding out or mnemonics. A 

second consideration is that data from this assessment tool may be impacted by factors beyond 

the students’ ability to encode phonemes into words such as difficulties in speech articulation or 

letter matching and formation. 

 The “Words Their Way” (2004) spelling inventory does not have multiple forms of the 

word list because it is meant as a screening or benchmarking tool.  Students may become 
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familiar with some of the words as they are exposed to the same inventory over several years 

from grades 1 through 3.    

 There are no progress monitoring probes for each stage or substage of orthographic 

development so it is difficult to measure subtle changes of specific skills for a specific stage over 

a period of intense intervention. Further research into the value and predictability of progress 

monitoring of specific stages of spelling skills would be required in order to determine the need 

for such a tool. The development of a set of probes for the developmental stages to use as 

assessments for progress monitoring is something that I may consider as a means of continuing 

to improve my individual assessment practices.  

 New actions. 

 As I administered the “Words Their Way” (2004) assessment I became aware of the role 

that vocalization plays in phoneme production for students with phonological processing 

disabilities. I was able to observe which students were using vocalizing or subvocalizing as a 

strategy to encode phonemes and who lacked the strategy and was relying on visual memory or 

guessing. I realized that in order to continue improving my individual intervention practices I 

needed to explicitly model, provide instruction and repeat practice, and develop visuals and 

scripts for reinforcement and independence of subvocalization as a strategy which is essential to 

spelling words fluently. I noted a goal of explicitly teaching “vocalization as a strategy that 

develops into subvocalization with a student using it flexibly” when a word is difficult to spell. 

 Orthographic processing interventions. 

 Once I had determined the stage of developmental spelling for each student I was able to 

select a weekly word list and unit for instructional activities from Building Spelling Skills Grade 
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2 or 3 (Moore, 2007). Participants A and D completed the same units and participants B and C 

each completed individual units. The weekly units were differentiated for stages of development 

while at the same time provided a whole group focus on short vowels and long vowel 

graphemes. 

 The weekly unit was completed one page per day with each day following a similar 

pattern of tasks. Day one used the evidence based intervention Copy-Cover-Compare strategy for 

mastering spelling words (Wright, 2012). Day two incorporated visual memory word matching 

boxes. Day three focused on fill in the blank word meaning tasks. Day four reinforced 

vocabulary building and word meaning tasks. No pre-testing or post-testing of the weekly units 

was administered.  

 The weekly unit and daily tasks also support students in the development of planning, 

organization, task commitment, and active learning strategies. The units are within the 

independent reading levels of the students in order to encourage independent work completion 

and decrease reliance on adult support for reading instructions and giving directions. 

 Additional practice with words on the list assigned to each participant was done using 

games from the website spellingcity.com as well partner activities such as Word Bump or Roll-

A-Word games that provide play based repetitive practice. 

 The second intervention task students engaged in was the use of word sorts for long 

vowel patterns from Words Their Way Word Sorts for Within Word Pattern Spellers (Invernizzi et. 

al, 2004). According to Bear et al (2004), “Categorization is the fundamental way that humans 

make sense of the world. It allows us to find order and similarities among various objects, 
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events, ideas, and words that we encounter. When students sort words they are engaged in the 

active process of searching, comparing, contrasting, and analyzing” (p. 61). 

 Together the two interventions provide both synthetic and analytic approaches to 

acquisition of the skills for encoding and decoding words.   

 Diagnostic assessment of phonological knowledge. 

 The second assessment that I administered is called the 2nd Grade or Above Phonemic 

Awareness Intervention Screening Assessment (PAISA), (Literacy Resources Inc., 2015). This 

assessment tool is an individually administered, oral response format that assesses the eight 

phonemic awareness skills that are taught and practiced in the program of daily lessons from 

Phonemic Awareness Curriculums (Heggerty & VanHekken, 2006). Phonemic awareness is the 

ability to isolate sounds, manipulate the sounds, blend and segment the sounds into spoken and 

written words.  

 This is a tool that was unfamiliar to the students and has not been used by learning 

assistance or classroom teachers as a screening or diagnostic tool in my school district. It 

provides a current assessment of students’ phonemic skills so that I can begin to plan for 

instruction as individuals and small groups. I repeated the same assessment at the end of the 

program to determine post intervention scores. It also provided an opportunity for me to observe 

oral motor skills for articulation and auditory memory skills that may be impacting a student’s 

reading and spelling development.  

 Assessment data was obtained for the following skills: 1. Onset Fluency: Identifying 

Initial Sounds in Words, 2. Identifying Final Sounds in Words, 3. Identifying Medial Sounds in 

Words, 4. Blending phonemes into Words, 5. Segmenting Words into Phonemes, 6. Rhyme 
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Production, 7. Substituting Phonemes in Words, 8. Adding Phonemes, and 9. Deleting Phonemes 

in Words. An assessment of the Phonics Skills for Identifying Letter Names and Identifying 

Letter Sounds is included with this assessment tool and was administered as part of the 

preintervention assessment only.  

Table 2 

 Participants A, B, and C scored at or below 80% accuracy on several skills and in total 

which is the criteria for phonemic awareness intervention as determined for PAISA (2015). 

Participant D scored above 80% so was not a candidate for intervention. I noted the following 

qualitative observations:  

• Participant A: Not confident, not fluent (responses were longer than three seconds), auditory 

memory, working memory challenges evident.  

• Participant B: Multiple repetitions of sounds, vowels inaccurate, relied on auditory memory for 

common words, difficulty retaining instructions, work on end sounds, doesn’t self-monitor. 

• Participant C: Sequencing difficulties for unfamiliar words, auditory memory challenges, good 

articulation, attention wandered, cognitive load was high, not independent. 

Phonological Awareness Intervention Screening Assessment Diagnostic Scores
Skills 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Total 

Participant 
A

10 10 7 10 9 9 5 4 8 72/90

Participant 
B 8 9 8 7 5 8 9 8 9 71/90

Participant 
C

10 10 10 6 3 0 6 9 8 62/90

Participant 
D

9 10 10 10 8 9 10 7 10 83/90
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• Participant D: Very fluent, end sounds for blends more difficult, strength is can feel the sounds 

in mouth, harder sounds are /l/ and /r/. 

 An assessment of the Phonics Skills for Identifying Letter Names and Identifying Letter 

Sounds is included with this assessment tool and was administered as part of the screening 

assessment. Participants A, B, and D scored in the mastery range for the two skills.  Participant C 

scored in an at-risk level for skill 10 Identifying Letter Names with 43/52 and Skill 11 

Identifying Letter Sounds 24/30. No summative assessment was made at the end of the program 

because of the interventional focus was on reading for this group of students. 

 Reflection on efficacy of PAISA (2015) . 

 Two advantages of using the PAISA (2015) assessment tool were that it allowed me to 

collect information about each student in a relatively short amount of time, approximately 15 

minutes, and that it could be conducted over more than one session if the student was not able to 

fully engage due to limits of attention or mental fatigue from the level of effort demanded by the 

task.  

 Students responded positively to the tasks because they were familiar with phonemic 

awareness activities from their regular instructional program. For example, students know what a 

rhyme is and can access background knowledge of familiar nursery rhymes even when 

generating rhymes is a skill they have not acquired.  

 Students were curious about their scores and asked to see what I had marked on the 

clipboard. I had framed the assessment in the context of an “inventory” or way of counting what 

he or she already knew about sounds in words. This context of counting what you already have 
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or know naturally led students into the beginning stages of self awareness that are important for 

later goal setting and self reflection on progress as a learner. I was not thinking about this  

progression when I initially chose this assessment tool. I began to consider how the assessment 

tools I choose might support students as learners as a whole rather than as segmented by skills 

and sub-skills. In my reflection journal I asked myself, “Should I rate each skill as to a 

confidence level?”  

 New actions. 

 During the PAISA (2015) assessment before the intervention process I became aware of 

how reliant students were on adult cueing with verbal and nonverbal reassurances when 

engaging in the tasks. The fidelity of the assessment is in the measurement of a student’s ability 

to perceive and manipulate the speech sounds at a phonemic level without reliance on other 

cueing systems such as visual processing of letters or nonverbal communication such as lip 

reading. I noted the realization that when assessing phonological processing I must “make more 

effort to be clinical and diagnostic during the data collection.” This realization supported my 

development of the procedural scripts for each assessment as being important to my practice 

because it is a way to assist the student in understanding the purpose of the particular assessment 

and the expectation for effort to be independent in demonstrating skills. 

 In order to continue improving my assessment practices I decided that, with a future 

group of students, I would use a time to more accurately track the response time of each student 

on each skill of the assessment. By dividing the total time by the number of prompts, ten per 

skill, I would have some additional data about the fluency of a student on the particular skills so 

that I could compare diagnostic and summative data for increased rate of response after the 
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intervention rather than only correctness of response. The timing of the assessment would be 

similar to the procedure used in the DIBELS Next (2011) progress monitoring tools that I used 

for formative assessment during the interventions which will be described in the next section. 

 Phonemic processing intervention. 

 Three of the four participants were identified as needing intervention for phonological 

processing. Daily sessions using Phonemic Awareness Curriculum (Primary Version), (Heggerty, 

2006) were implemented as a 1:2 intervention. The curriculum is composed of thirty-five weeks 

of daily lessons that can be used as a whole class, small group, or individualized program. the 

scope and sequence can be correlated with the stages of spelling development for the “Words 

Their Way” (Bear et al., 2004) assessment tool.  

 Students A, B, and C worked on weeks 15 through 21 in a 1:2 grouping for a 15 minute 

session each day. The weeks selected provided practice with: Long and Short Vowels, Rhyme 

Production and Recognition, Onset of Consonant Blends, Blending and Segmenting for R 

Blends/S Blends, and Substituting/Adding/Deleting Consonant Digraphs and Blends. 

Aspect 6: Assessing Student Learning 

 Once my students settled in to their new peer group and classroom and we began to 

follow the daily routines of instructional and interventional activities, I was able to begin using 

the assessment tools for monitoring what the effect, or degree of effect, the activities were having 

on the sub-skills and skills that were identified during the pre-assessments for orthographical and 

phonological knowledge. I chose progress monitoring tools from DIBELS Next (2011) because 

of the research evidence that the measures are “designed to measure key components that are 

representative of that skill area, and predictive of overall reading competence” (p. 2). Attention 
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to the relationship between specific measures which represent components of overall reading 

development over the longer term is important to my consideration of my research question 

about the relationship between reading assessments and specific interventions. 

 DIBELS Next (2011) assessment tools. 

 DIBELS stands for Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills, (Dynamic 

Measurement Group, 2011). DIBELS Next (2011) is a set of six general outcome measures for 

assessing the acquisition of early literacy skills: First Sound Fluency (FSF), Letter Naming 

Fluency (LNF), Phoneme Segmentation fluency (PSF), Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF), 

DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency (DORF), and Daze (silent reading comprehension). It is available 

for literacy skills from Kindergarten through Grade 6. 

 For the purposes of assessment and progress monitoring of specific interventions with 

this group of students only three of the measures were selected for use: Phoneme Segmentation 

Fluency, Nonsense Word Reading Fluency, and Oral Reading Fluency. For three participants data 

about phonological processing fluency was attained through the administration of DIBELS Next 

(2011) Phoneme Segmentation Fluency and Nonsense Word Reading Fluency. Data about the 

fluency levels for two of the Participants was attained through administration of DIBELS Next 

(2011) DORF passages. 

 Formative assessment took place over weeks three through seven of the program with 

progress monitoring conducted in two phases due to a twelve day Spring Break in between 

weeks five and six.  
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 Formative assessment for Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (2011). 

 This DIBELS Next (2011) assessment is a measure of phonemic awareness which is the 

student’s fluency in segmenting spoken word into its component parts or sound segments (2011, 

p. 55).  I chose this tool to measure progress and evaluate the response of students to the 

intervention using the Phonemic Awareness Curriculum (Heggerty, 2006). I wanted to examine 

the relationship between the tool and intervention and evaluate the efficacy of each.  

 Participant A’s data shows a decrease of 0.2  

phonemes per week of the intervention. Participant 

B’s data shows an increase of 3.4 phonemes per 

week. Participant C’s data shows an increase of 3.0 

phonemes per week.    

Figures 1 - 3  
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 Reflection on efficacy of DIBELS Next (2011) PSF.  

 This PSF assessment tool was unfamiliar to students. I noted in my reflection journal that, 

“A clear, kid friendly statement about the purpose of the assessment would be helpful” in 

easing students’ test anxiety. This tool requires a significant amount of practice to become 

familiar with the scoring procedures and implement with fidelity. Having a clinical or diagnostic 

approach to the assessment was necessary in order to focus only on the specific, discrete skill 

being measured. I observed that, “It was hard to follow prescribed scoring and resist making 

note of errors or error patterns” in a qualitative manner.  

 As an assessment tool the PSF (2011) was more difficult to administer consistently 

because it requires the teacher to set and keep a consistent pace in giving the word prompt and 

recording the response of the student accurately. Digital recording of the student’s responses was 

not done in this study; however, it may be an appropriate strategy for monitoring accurate 

scoring of assessment data and evaluating one’s scoring consistency.  

  Students became more comfortable with the task as the intervention progressed because 

of increased understanding of and practice with word segmenting. Once students understood the 

purpose of segmenting phonemes as a skill needed for accurate reading and spelling, they 

became motivated to improve on their previous score.  

 New actions. 

 Students with learning disabilities may demonstrate  difficulty shifting from one task to 

another due to working memory, attention, or other executive skills difficulties. The assessment 

tool provides only two practice items for each probe. When a week or more elapses between 

progress monitoring sessions it has an impact on their scores because they have forgotten what 
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kind of cognitive effort the task requires. Sometimes students are unable to demonstrate a valid 

response to the assessment without a rehearsal to warm up and coordinate their cognitive 

processing. In some instances I administered a second assessment at the same session was if the 

initial assessment did not represent a reasonable sample of the student’s performance levels due 

to the student interrupting the assessment session or due to an unforeseen interruption from a 

peer or the school environment.  

 The guidelines for DIBELS Next (2011) progress monitoring are “approximately once 

per week for students receiving intensive support and once every two to four weeks for students 

receiving strategic support” (p. 36). I know now that it is important to assess more frequently 

with students who are receiving the most intensive intervention so that enough data points are 

collected to truly see a trajectory in performance of the outcome measure. 

 Formative Assessment for Nonsense Word Fluency (2011) 

 This DIBELS Next (2011) NWF assessment is a measure of the alphabetic principle and 

basic phonics as well as knowledge of basic letter sound correspondences and the ability to blend 

letter sounds into consonant-vowel-consonant and vowel-consonant words (p. 66). I chose this 

tool to measure progress and evaluate the response of students to the intervention using the 

weekly spelling units and the sorting activities for short and long vowel sounds. I wanted to 

examine the relationship between the tool and interventions and evaluate the efficacy of each. 

 Participant A’s data shows an increase of 1 correct letter sound (CLS) per week over the 

five week intervention and a decrease of 0.8 whole words read per week (WWR). Participant B’s 

data shows an increase of 1.4 CLS per week and 0.6 WWR. Participant C’s data shows an 

increase of 3.0 CLS and 0.0 increase in WWR. 



�49

Figures 4 - 6  

 Reflection on efficacy of DIBELS Next (2011) NWF.  

 This NWF (2011) assessment tool was very unfamiliar to students. Most perceived the 

task as being very hard. I noted in my reflection journal that their uncertainty with decoding the 
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their difficulty tracking their place in the items and in the row.  
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 I noted in my reflective journal “students with learning disabilities have great difficulty 

internalizing the strategies typical learners acquire effortlessly.” A skill as foundational as 

reading nonsense words with consonant short vowel consonant sounds reminded me how 

students “don’t know what they don’t know” when they have atypical phonological processing.  

 New actions.  

 This assessment tool did not provide data or information that helped me with decision 

making about instruction and intervention or monitoring of progress as response to the 

intervention. What I know now is that this assessment tool was not helpful with the short, 

intensive intervention program that my study took place in. Further exploration of it as a long 

term assessment tool over the school year would provide additional insight into its relationship 

with specific reading interventions.  

 DIBELS Next (2011) Oral Reading Fluency assessment. 

 This DIBELS Next (2011) assessment is a measure of advanced phonics and word attack 

skills, accurate and fluent reading of connected text, and reading comprehension (p. 79). I chose 

this tool to measure progress and evaluate the response of students to the the combined 

interventions on overall reading levels . I wanted to examine the relationship between this tool 

and the intervention and evaluate the efficacy of each. 

 Participant A’s data showed a slight decrease of 0.2 words per minute with a decrease of 

2.2 errors per minute. Participant D’s data showed a slight increase of 0.6 words per minute with 

no change in number of errors.  
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Figures 7 - 8 
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while the teacher counts the number of words said that are relevant to the story. What I know 

now is that this format of measuring reading comprehension was simpler and more revealing of a 

student’s understanding than asking a series of questions about the story to check for literal and 

inferential understanding.  

 Use of  DORF (2011) passages with the participant who demonstrated symptoms of 

visual processing deficits while reading did not provide data that was meaningful for informing 

instruction or interventions. Both presentation of materials and time pressure contributed to a 

high error rate for that student. For the other participant the intervention goals were reading 

comprehension through the use of Peer Assisted Learning Strategies (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2005). 

Progress for that participant was negatively impacted by absences from the program. 

Aspect 7: Looking for Patterns 

 Information about the patterns of responses for assessment and interventions can be 

gained from comparing the diagnostic and summative assessment data for orthographical 

knowledge (Appendix D Figure 1) and phonological knowledge (Appendix E Tables 1 and 2) 

and the progress monitoring data for Phoneme Segmenting Fluency (Appendix F Figure 1) and 

Nonsense Word Decoding Fluency (Appendix F Figure 2).  

 The responses participants offered during the three student interview processes that 

occurred over the eight weeks of the study also provided qualitative evidence of patterns of 

change in reading skills and strategies. 

 Participant A made minimal progress in orthographic and phonological knowledge during 

the program. I was not effective in my provision of assessments or interventions for improving 

the individual reading level for this participant. The participant demonstrated some visual 
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processing challenges that were not addressed during the program which may have impacted the 

development of his or her reading skills and would require assessment and intervention beyond 

the scope of the program and my practices. 

 Participant A demonstrated significant improvement in using specific terms to describe 

reading skills and strategies from the intervention tasks and to reflect on changes in 

understanding and use of those strategies when engaged in reading. 

 During the first interview for participant A, I recorded this response to the prompt How 

has your reading changed?: “I think I’ve got more better at reading the words and learning 

more words like knowing more words.” When asked to give an example the response was “I 

don’t know.” During the second interview the response was “Um…I think just because of all the 

practice I’m doing and stuff.” During the final interview I recorded this response to the same 

prompt: “Chopping. When you chop it you get all of the sounds. Before you would just say the 

word.” Teacher, “The right word?” Participant, “Nope.” 

 When asked How do you know what we have done here will be helpful for your reading 

back in you regular classroom? Participant A responded, “Because…I don’t know…” during the 

first interview. During the second interview the response was, “I think the chopping, um, um, 

um, I think all the time that we do reading.” In the final interview the response was, “Because 

when I am doing it [chopping] by myself here it helps so it would help there.” 

 Participant B made significant progress in both orthographic and phonological knowledge 

during the program. The participant’s data indicates an acceleration of reading and spelling skills.  
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 Participant B demonstrated progress in using specific terms to describe reading skills and 

strategies from the intervention tasks and to reflect on changes in understanding and use of those 

strategies when engaged in reading. Of note for Participant B was the beginning of a change in 

locus of control of the reading process from external factors to awareness of self agency for 

learning. During the first interview when I asked What have we done that will be helpful for your 

reading back in your regular classroom? participant B responded, “We do more reading then 

more math then more stuff that’s going to help me read.” Teacher, “How do you know it will be 

helpful? “Cause I have a good teacher that is really good at helping kids write and read.” 

When asked the same questions during the last interview the response was, “Everything. 

Chopping. I can read almost a full novel now. I am so happy.” Teacher, “What would be helpful 

when you read a novel?”  “Chop and read. I would listen to the vowels.” 

 Participant C made very significant progress in both orthographic and phonological 

knowledge during the program. The participant’s data indicates an acceleration of reading and 

spelling skills.  

 Participant C demonstrated progress in using specific terms to describe reading skills and 

strategies from the intervention tasks and to reflect on changes in understanding and use of those 

strategies when engaged in reading. 

 During the first interview when asked How has your reading changed this week? 

participant C responded, “I’ve learned some strategies about vowel teams and other stuff.” At 

the third interview for the same question the response was, “I seem to try to get it right. I’m 

getting better about just not guessing about what it should say next.” For the final interview 
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the response was, “ I could barely read one page and then just rage quit. Now I can read the 

book with reading quite easily.” Teacher, “Because you feel…?” “Better about reading.” When 

asked for the final interview What have we done that has been helpful for your reading? 

participant B responded, “We, you made it so I know vowel teams. I know how to see it and say 

it much better.” 

 Participant D made minimal progress in orthographical knowledge and oral reading 

fluency during the program. This participant was not identified as needing intervention for 

phonological processing. The participant’s data indicates a lack of change in spelling and reading 

skills. The intervention for this student was different from participants A, B, and C which were 

intended to improve decoding and encoding skills. Participant D worked with a partner to 

improve fluency and comprehension through the use of Peer Assisted Learning Strategies similar 

to those used in PALS Reading (Fuchs &Fuchs, 2005) This participant was absent for six days of 

the 29 days of the program with five of the days occurring during phase 1 which may have 

impacted overall progress. 

 Participant D demonstrated limited progress in using specific terms to describe reading 

skills and strategies from the intervention tasks and to reflect on changes in understanding and 

use of those strategies when engaged in reading. 

 During the first interview when asked What have we done that will be helpful for your 

reading? the response was, “I think it’s helpful because there’s less kids in the class.”  Teacher, 

“How do you know?”  “I’ll like know stuff more and I won’t really need that much help [to..] like 

do like reading like if I get stuck on stuff I won’t have to like go to the teacher and stuff.”  
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 For the second interview the response was, “Umm, oh yah, reading. Fluency and 

chopping. Because I was bad at it at first.” Teacher, “How do you know?” “Now I’ve improved I 

think.”  

 At the final interview the response was, “Umm, I think it’s easier because if you’re stuck 

on  a word you have to put your hand up and wait for like five minutes and here it’s like ten 

seconds.” Teacher, “How do you know?” “It will be easier cause I’ll know most of the words.” 

 As previously noted, during the second week of the program I made an entry in my 

reflection journal that encapsulated an ongoing impression about my students when I noted, 

“Kids with learning disabilities don’t know that they don’t know; so how do they go where they 

need to go in their learning?” I also noted how important it was to give a clear purpose for each 

assessment and intervention by consistently using clear, kid friendly language and terminology. 

The responses of students to the interview questions provided some of the most meaningful 

information about what the participants did or did not know about reading skills and strategies 

and what impact an assessment or intervention was having on that student’s thinking and 

reading. This information became very important for myself as the provider of assessments and 

interventions in knowing what was most important about each assessment or intervention with 

regard to individual students. 

 Reflection on reflective inquiry. 

 This study was an examination of my practices as a provider of intensive interventions in 

reading for students with learning disabilities in order to answer my research question How can I 
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improve my individual intervention practices through deliberate application of assessment tools 

for reading interventions? 

 By undertaking action research using a spiral of inquiry (Kaser & Halbert, 2009) I was 

able to attain new understandings about the assessment tools, the application of the assessments 

with greater purpose and consistency, and the roles of the specific assessments in determining 

appropriate reading interventions for students with learning disabilities.  

 Through the examination of the data from my Reflective Journal, the participant 

diagnostic, formative, progress monitoring, and summative data, as well as the student interview 

data I was able to transform my understandings about the role and purpose that assessment can 

and should take for student intervention practices. By actively seeking out and listening to the 

voices of my student participants, I realized how important the individual learner’s self 

awareness and sense of agency were in the quest to improve achievement. Assessment that is a 

shared process between the learner and the teacher and which incorporates a true exchange of 

observations and thoughts is the key to accelerating individual achievement for students with 

learning disabilities. No matter which specific assessment tool is being administered, the 

individual learner’s awareness of the purpose and motivation to engage in the process are of 

significant impact on the acquisition of new skills, knowledge, and attitudes about reading and 

learning. 
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Chapter Five 

Summary, Discussion, and Conclusions 

Summary  

 This action research study was a reflective inquiry of my reading assessment and 

intervention practices in a program for students with learning disabilities. As the teacher of a 

small group, eight week intervention program I administered diagnostic assessments to 

determine the developmental stages of students’ phonological, orthographical, and decoding 

skills in order to determine the appropriate instructional and intervention activities for 

individuals and pairs based on areas of need and strength. Formative assessment practices were 

incorporated into the interventions in the form of weekly conversations to guide student 

reflection on changes in skills and self evaluation of progress towards goals. Progress monitoring 

with general outcome measures from DIBELS Next (2011) were used to monitor response to the 

instructional and intervention tasks. Summative assessments were administered by repeating the 

pre-intervention diagnostic assessments. 

 Data for this study was collected from my reflective journal, student interviews, and 

students’ diagnostic, formative, progress monitoring probes, and summative assessments. 

Discussion 

 This study was guided by the exploration of my research question: How can I improve my 

individual intervention practices through deliberate application of assessment tools for reading 

interventions? The findings from my study will be discussed under the following themes: 

• enhancing assessment practices  

• enhancing intervention practices 
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• the role and value of assessment tools in individualized reading intervention  

Enhancing Assessment Practices 

 The premise of this study, Response to Assessment: Reading Interventions for Students 

with Learning Disabilities, was to examine my assessment and intervention practices through the 

lens of how I, as the teacher, responded to assessment information rather than through the lens of 

how a student responded to an intervention as demonstrated by assessment data. Through the 

application of a variety of diagnostic, formative, and summative assessment tools I was able to 

increase my understanding of the effective use and value of a particular tool in supporting 

students with learning disabilities to attain reading skills and strategies. 

 The first change I made to my assessment practices was to develop procedural scripts for 

each group and individual assessment tool that I was using that were modelled on the scripts 

utilized in DIBELS Next (2011) but incorporated language that was specific to my teaching 

practices. The purpose of the scripts in DIBELS Next (2013) is to standardize the assessment so 

that each is “administered and scored exactly the same way every time with every student…in 

order to compare results across students or across time, or compare student scores to a target 

goal” (p. 5). I also referred to curriculum based measurement scripts (Hosp, Hosp, and Howell, 

2007) that I was familiar with from interventions for previous groups in the program. An 

example of an assessment script for phonemic skills is provided in Appendix G. 

 When I implemented the individualized procedural script before using that specific 

assessment tool or intervention it became a way to co-regulate with the student and allowed for 

more accurate and reliable information to be collected about that student’s learning. Each script 

was individualized for the particular assessment tool or intervention task. The scripts followed a 
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similar format including: the purpose, an explanation of the task including definitions of relevant 

terms, a statement of the parts or number or parts to be completed, a reminder of a goal area or 

future goal, a motivational statement, and a self regulation statement. The process of settling in 

together  and sharing a common understanding of the task, its purpose, the personal relevance, 

and the series of steps to be completed supported that student to engage with greater attention 

and mental effort on the specific skill or strategies required.  

 For students with learning disabilities who struggle with reading, working memory and 

short term memory are often areas of relative cognitive weakness. The procedural script became 

an adaptation that supported them to recall the skills that were needed for the task as well as the 

level of mental effort and regulation of attention needed for the task. By creating a routine at the 

beginning of an assessment or intervention task I was able to decrease student anxiety about the 

task and avert the verbal and physical avoidance behaviours students often demonstrate when a 

task is perceived as being unpleasant or too difficult. This procedure was an adaptation that 

supported increased mental effort towards recall of past learning and encoding of new learning. 

 This finding reinforces the statement by Shaywitz & Shaywitz (2008) that “the critical 

requirement for automaticity is for the reader to encode the relevant items to memory and to 

retrieve them on a subsequent encounter, and for both encoding and retrieval, attention is 

central” (p. 1332). 

 A second change I made to my assessment practices, whether diagnostic, formative, or 

summative, was to develop a greater number and range of practice items for each assessment 

tool. The DIBELS Next (2011) assessments provide one to three practice items. For my students 

with learning disabilities this was often not enough to ensure that they were able to recall the 
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specific skill that the assessment task required of them. If a student was not sufficiently primed 

for the task, in that he or she was given enough time and scaffolding to be able to manage the 

working memory load of the task, the task would have to be discontinued and repeated. As 

familiarity with the assessment tasks increased, the practice items were less novel and failed to 

engage the student’s attention, thus, the need for alternative, as well as additional, practice 

stimuli was greater. This approach was an adaptation that decreased student apprehension about 

formal assessment which in turn supported increased mental effort and attention towards the 

demonstration of specific skills. 

 By providing greater support for how a task was to be accomplished, I was able to attain 

more complete and accurate assessment information of on task effort from the student. Students 

who struggle with learning to read have accumulated much experience with failure. The 

procedural scripts and additional practice items were beneficial in ensuring successful 

engagement and effort on the tasks which supported increased motivation and esteem for the 

atypical readers in my study. 

 For students with learning disabilities, the use of  assessment tools such as DIBELS Next 

(2011) may indirectly obstruct the individual assessment process due to the standardized nature 

of the tools. Rigid application of a tool will not provide information that is of benefit to the 

teacher or learner and may discourage the learner. Learning disabilities are not at all standard and 

vary greatly from individual to individual. When assessing and supporting students at the Tier 3, 

individualized level, it is essential that the student is provided with additional time and practice 

in order to attain an accurate and authentic measure of that student’s skills.  
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 This finding reinforces the statement in a research synthesis by Slavin et al., (2011) that 

“the use of one-to-one rather than small-group instruction for students with the most serious 

difficulties …[is needed to provide] high quality intervention” (p. 22).  

Enhancing Intervention Practices 

 A change that I made to my intervention practices was that I developed procedural 

scripts, in a similar manner as the assessment tool scripts, for the intervention practices that 

students were engaged in. An example of an intervention script for phonemic skills is provided in 

Appendix H. 

  I did not use these scripts every day. I often used the script on the first day of the week to 

reorient students to the intervention task or activities after they had attended their own class on 

Friday and were away for the weekend. The script was also helpful when a student had been 

absent for a day or more.  

 Using the procedural script supported students to settle in with fewer verbal and physical 

avoidance behaviours when the student was having difficulty with self regulating for a task. It 

was a gentle way to remind students of the purpose for the task and how the task was relevant to 

his or her goals for reading progress. This practice enabled more time to be focussed on the 

intervention work with less time off task. Students were observed to be more willing to focus on 

the task and were more easily redirected when avoidance behaviours were demonstrated. It 

supported the paired intervention tasks particularly well by co-regulating the students on task 

without the need for incentives as reinforcers. 

 Through the process of developing and implementing procedures for intervention tasks I 

was able to implement the interventions with increased fidelity to the key elements of the 
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evidence-based practices. Additionally, my understanding of individual responses to the 

intervention and the effectiveness of the intervention was greatly increased because I was able to 

commit more mental effort towards supporting the student’s learning within the task. 

 This finding reinforces the statement by Lipson (2012) that “there are critical aspects to 

specific interventions and some instructional moves that are absolutely essential to success” (p. 

114). The development of professional expertise for the reading interventions selected is an 

essential element in the provision of tier two and three support in a Response to Intervention 

framework. 

 The change to my intervention practices which I found most valuable was the  

development of my skills in conversing with an individual student about the process of change in 

reading skills or strategies as part of the self evaluation and goal setting activities. By changing 

the kinds of questions and prompts that I used during the reading conference I was able to more 

fully understand the level of awareness and acquisition of a specific skill or strategy that a 

student was working towards attaining. Recording student responses to the set of questions 

allowed me to look for patterns of thinking that were preventing or enabling change.  

 By using a structured set of questions and prompts for the conversation I was able to 

collect assessment information about changes to a student’s reading skills over time by 

monitoring the occurrence of terms to describe reading skills and strategies within student 

responses. An example of a procedural script for the structured conversation is provided in 

Appendix I. This standardization of the conversation process also helped me to notice patterns of 

thinking and changes in skills for self reflection and goal setting within the group of students. 
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Adjustments to both individual and group interventions could be made quickly in response to 

areas of need or success. 

 I was also able to attain more accurate and detailed assessment information by improving 

my questioning skills. By prompting students to think more deeply about their reading progress 

in order to give an example of a tricky word, explain how he or she used a particular strategy to 

solve a tricky word, or describe their reading and learning process with greater detail and 

reflection I was able to observe increased confidence and self awareness.  

 Students with learning disabilities who have difficulties with written expression may not 

experience the process of self reflection and goal setting in the same manner as typical students 

for a number of reasons. One reason may be decreased practice opportunities due to a reliance on 

a reader and scribe. Providing opportunities for in depth reflection was a new and somewhat 

daunting task for the participants initially; however, once they settled in to it their enthusiasm 

grew. The structured conversation also emphasized a relative strength for the participants in that 

their oral language achievement was within typical age development levels.  

 These findings reinforce the statement by Lipson et al., (2011) that “without very good 

diagnostic information and/or a flexible formative assessment system, our instructional programs 

and student progress will not improve, and RTI will simply be an alternate route to special 

education placement” (p. 205). The findings in my study further support the need for assessment 

practices that provide a balance of narrow and deep measurement tools for assessing progress 

from specific instruction and interventions. 

 A second area of assessment information was through the monitoring of the factors a 

student attributed his or her progress to. The students who were less successful frequently 
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attributed the changes in their learning, as evident on the assessment data, to external factors 

such as the small group size or help from a good teacher. Students who were more successful 

attributed changes in their learning to effort and practice on their part. Sense of agency and self 

determination for students with learning disabilities was an unexpected area of impact on 

learning to read for students in the study.  

The Role and Value of Assessment Tools in Individualized Reading Intervention  

 The  PAISA was an efficient and effective tool for pre and post intervention assessments 

of the specific subskills for phonemic awareness. Students were able to complete the subskills in 

a brief time frame without demonstrating anxiety or becoming discouraged. The assessment and 

the intervention were developed by the same authors so the corresponding skill categories made 

it easy for students to understand the tasks, acquire the vocabulary for describing the tasks, set 

personal goals, and reflect on progress. I will continue to use this assessment tool and the 

Phonemic Awareness Curriculum (Heggerty, 2006) intervention for individualized support. 

  A change that I made to this tool was the addition of a fluency measure by tracking the 

time a student needed to complete the ten stimulus for each subskill. I also calculated a total time 

needed. Specific scores for average response times per subskill item could be calculated in order 

to determine changes in fluency rate. The fluency measure helped students realize that while 

their accuracy score may or may not have changed their speed of response for a skill had. For 

students who demonstrated a tendency to attribute potential success to external factors in the 

environment or the qualities or abilities of others, this detailed measurement demonstrated that 

the improved time was due to their own efforts and practice. Attributing learning to internal 

factors was a different way of thinking for some of the students in the study.  
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 The “Words Their Way Primary Spelling Inventory” (Bear et al, 2004) was an effective  

diagnostic tool for assessing orthographic development of individual students and determining 

which stages the intervention activities should support. As a summative tool it was effective in 

assessing which students responded well to the phonological and orthographic interventions and 

which students were not responding. I will continue to use this tool as a pre and post assessment 

of orthographic development.  

 Expansion of this tool to create sets of stimulus for subskills of each stage would allow 

more in depth support for students with learning disabilities. The development of curriculum-

based measurement probes corresponding to the stages in the “Words Their Way” inventory 

(2004) would allow for more frequent, standardized measurement of student progress. More 

frequent feedback to students about their learning would likely support increased skills, agency, 

and self awareness. The addition of a measurement of fluency for a stage would be an area of 

further consideration and development.  

 The DIBELS Next assessment tools were not effective and efficient for monitoring 

student progress in this study due to the relatively short time frame of six weeks for the 

interventions and the two phases within the program because of Spring Break occurring between 

weeks five and six. In order to apply the tools deliberately a study conducted over a longer 

session of intervention would be required. I will continue to apply these tools in the future in 

order to enhance my understanding of the role and value of each tool. I am able to describe some 

factors for consideration of each tool as formative assessment. 

 The Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF) assessment was the most closely matched 

general outcome measure to the phonemic awareness intervention activities. Student data was 
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varied and inconsistent so it is not possible  to draw conclusions about the relationship between 

the tool and the interventions. Students perceived this task as being accessible so were willing to 

engage in it and generally motivated to improve their scores. 

 The Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) assessment was the least matched general outcome 

measure to the intervention activities. Student data showed a gradual increase in skill with some 

variability in scores over the time frame. Students perceived this reading task as being too hard 

and needed a lot of encouragement to engage in it. I would not use this tool with students who 

demonstrate visual processing challenges as most had some degree of difficulty in tracking their 

place on the items.  

Implications  

 Students with learning disabilities are challenging to support given the diversity of their 

cognitive and achievement profiles and the varied nature of their responses to interventions in 

reading. Assessment practices which provide a balance of both quantitative data for diagnostic 

and summative assessment along with qualitative information for formative assessment are 

essential to the process of improving reading skills and strategies. 

 In addition to considering the information provided directly by assessments, it is 

important for teachers to assess student self awareness of progress towards the reading skill or 

strategy being taught. Students with learning disabilities are frequently faced with tasks they are 

unable to complete. Instruction may be difficult to follow due to relative weaknesses in attention 

or working memory. Assignments are often one or more grades above independent reading level. 

Phonological processing challenges lead to orthographical challenges. Students may be 

nonreaders and nonwriters. When students do not know what they do not know, it becomes very 
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difficult for them to become independent in the skills needed for reading and writing at grade 

level. 

 Through my action research of how I respond to assessment of students with reading 

disabilities, I have concluded that the most vital assessment data was the information that came 

directly from the student through the oral interview process. In other words, assessment data that 

was cooperatively created by the process of engaging with the student provided an accurate and 

effective way of observing changes in student skills for reading. By incorporating systematic 

observation of the learning process into my assessment practices I was able to improve my 

evaluation of individual students’ understandings about themselves as readers in the act of 

attaining skills and strategies for improvement. Conversations that focussed on asking the 

student to think about new experiences and opinions about changes to his or her own reading 

became a primary intervention focus.  

 The practice that I will continue to use and develop is the act of questioning learners 

about their learning process. The metacognitive approach to assessing student progress provided 

the most insight for myself as the teacher and for the student as the agent of his or her own 

learning. I have come to describe this approach as “Asking not Telling” strategy and consider it 

to be appropriate for all forms of assessment including diagnostic, formative, and summative. 

Asking not Telling is an approach that impacts the student’s sense of agency and supports the 

development of self determination in students with learning disabilities. The dialogue that is a 

part of the structured interview process is in itself an intervention for students who struggle with 

memory and attention. The benefit of including the student more fully in the assessment process 

in determining how to adjust and improve an intervention was clearly demonstrated in the 
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conversations over the time of the study. Helping students through metacognitive approaches 

allows the learning to be deeper and have longer lasting effects on self perceptions.    

 For a classroom teacher, incorporating the procedural scripts into assessment practices 

would be beneficial because of the increased efficiency of time used and accuracy of information 

attained over time. The use of a set of systematic observation prompts with struggling readers 

would support the development of metacognitive processes of self evaluation, goal setting, and 

self determination. 

 For learning assistance teachers the use of procedural scripts for progress monitoring of 

goals and objectives would support increased reliability of data. The use of systematic 

observation prompts for reading would increase the opportunity for student voice in the 

development of goals and objectives. 

 For teachers of Tier 3 intervention programs the use of procedural scripts could be 

expanded to any academic content area such as reading, writing, or math. The small group 

context is particularly suited for the conversational approach for developing self assessment and 

metacognition in learners. The incorporation of student voice through the use of systematic 

observations would be beneficial if used to develop student understanding and application of 

tools and technologies for adaptations for reading and writing. 

 For all teachers, having a clear purpose for each type of assessment and an explicit 

understanding of  how the data, whether quantitative or qualitative, will be used in planning or 

adjusting the educational goals, objectives, instruction, and interventions for a student is 

important. For students with learning disabilities, systematic observation practices which 
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incorporate deliberate response through the use of conversations to guide student self reflection 

are key to the improvement of reading and learning skills. 

Limitations 

 Due to the small number of participants and brief time frame of this study the findings 

cannot be generalized to other small group situations. The study is limited to one researcher’s 

experience within a particular group of students participating in a unique program. Replication of 

the group of participants is unlikely due to the confidential recruitment method. The action 

research methodology used for this study presumes the risk of interpretations from this study 

being subject to bias due to the “insider research” context (McNiff, 2010, p. 18). 

Significance 

 This action research study follows a reflective inquiry model that is relevant and 

applicable to both special and general education teachers in the BC education system. The 

research provides a model for self examination of reading assessment and intervention practices 

for students with learning disabilities. Findings from this study provide insight and guidance for 

the administration of specific reading assessments, the application of  evidence-based 

interventions, and the integration of quantitative and qualitative assessment tools for 

individualized reading programs. This study provides examples of what tiered reading 

intervention and assessment practices might look like in the BC education system as models of  

early intervention and multi-tiered support for struggling learners are implemented. 

Conclusion 

 This study has examined my practices in applying reading assessments and interventions 

for students in a small group, short term intensive support program in order to enhance my 
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provision of support to students with learning disabilities. By undertaking this study I have 

contributed to a gap in knowledge acknowledged by McIntosh et al. (2011) as the need for 

research on the implementation of the Response to Intervention model in Canadian schools 

through the provision of small scale, team supported, single areas of student support such as 

early literacy assessment and  intervention programs. 

 This study has further addressed a gap in the research as noted by  McIntosh et al. in the 

need for ongoing evaluation and monitoring of both the quality and fidelity of the interventions 

provided for students and implementation practices of teachers. By undertaking this action 

research study, I have contributed findings that provide insight into the enhancement of practices 

for specific reading assessments and interventions through the use of procedural scripts.  

 More research is required in the area of Tier 2 and 3 assessment and intervention 

practices within the context of British Columbia schools to determine which aspects of the 

Response to Intervention model are beneficial and sustainable for the support of atypical readers. 

Further research into the impact of structured interviews as a formative assessment tool for 

increasing reading skills for students with learning disabilities is needed to determine how best to 

support Tier 2 and 3 students. 

 The diverse, and sometimes enigmatic, students I support require not only intense 

interventions but intensely deliberate application of theory and practices in order to acquire new 

skills and knowledge for reading and learning. Improving my assessment practices, or response 

to assessment information, means an ongoing effort to increase opportunities for students to 

actively engage in self reflection during the assessment process.  For progress or changes in 

reading skills to occur in students with learning disabilities, thoughtful and thorough inclusion of 
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the student in the assessment and intervention processes was a positive factor identified in this 

study.  

  Student response to assessment is a key aspect of the assessment and intervention process 

that will be an ongoing area of examination and inquiry in my practices as a teacher of students 

with learning disabilities. 
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Appendix A 

Researcher Reflective Journal Questions 

1. What was the goal for this assessment or intervention for myself as a teacher? 

2. What did I observe or notice during this action about myself or the assessment/intervention? 

3. In what ways will this reflection impact my planned assessments/interventions for the group? 

4. What other factors need to be considered with regard to this assessment/intervention? 
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Appendix B 

Student Interview Questions 

1. What have you noticed about your reading this week? 

 Prompt  1. What do you remember about your reading this week? 

     2. How has your reading changed? 

2. What have we done that has been helpful for your reading? 

 Prompt 1. It was helpful because? 

3. What have we done that has been hard for you in reading? 

 Prompt  1: It was hard because? 

4. How might what we have worked on in reading be helpful to you back in your  

regular classroom? 

 Prompt 1. How do you know it will be helpful? 
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Appendix C 

Process Interview: Reading 

1.  What do you do when you come to a word you don’t know how to read? 

 What else do you do? 

2.  What were some tricky words for you in reading today? 

 What made them hard to figure out? 

3.  If you were teaching a kindergartener how to read words, what would you do? 

 Anything else? 

4.  How can you get getter at reading new words? 

Pinnell, G., Fountas, I., (1998). Word Matters: Teaching Phonics and Spelling in the Reading/ 

 Writing Classroom. Portsmouth: Heinemann.  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Appendix D  

Diagnostic and Summative Data for “Words Their Way”  

Figure 1 
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Appendix E  

Diagnostic and Summative Data for PAISA (2015) 

Table 1 

Table 2 

Participant D did not meet the criteria for needing intervention support for phonological 

awareness so no further assessment was administered.  

Phonological Awareness Intervention Screening Assessment Summative Scores
Skills 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Total 

Participant 
A

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10 90/90

Participant 
B 10 10 9 8 9 9 10 7 10 82/90

Participant 
C

10 10 10 9 6 8 10 10 10 83/90

Participant 
D

Phonological Awareness Intervention Screening Assessment Diagnostic Scores-1
Skills 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Total 

Participant 
A

10 10 7 10 9 9 5 4 8 72/90

Participant 
B 8 9 8 7 5 8 9 8 9 71/90

Participant 
C

10 10 10 6 3 0 6 9 8 62/90

Participant 
D

9 10 10 10 8 9 10 7 10 83/90
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Appendix F  

Progress Monitoring Data 

Figure 1 

Figure 2  

Phoneme Segmentation Fluency Progress Monitoring Data 
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Appendix G 

Procedural Script: Phonological Awareness Intervention  
Screening Assessment (PAISA, 2015) 

Today we are going to work on an assessment that will help me understand what 
you already know about sounds in words.!

This is not a test because you have not had time to practise the sounds or skills for 
this activity.!

This is called an inventory. An inventory is when you count up or make a list of 
something you already have. For example, a store keeps track of what it has on the 
shelves and what it has sold by taking an inventory. Do you know another example of 
taking an inventory?!

An inventory is different from a test because if you get just part of the sounds in a 
word it counts towards your score. You don’t have to get the whole word correct. This 
means that you should try your best on each word to get some points.!

This inventory is about the sounds in words.!
You don’t write anything - just answer each one (when it is your turn).!

There are 8 skills with 10 practices in each set.!
Some of the words will be short and some will be long.!
Some of the skills will be easier and some will be harder.!
Remember to try your best on each one. !

Something else I am going to keep track of is how long it takes us to complete each 
skill. I will set the stopwatch to do this. There is not a time limit - you can take as 
long as you need. I am tracking the time so that we can look back in a few weeks 
and see if you have gotten quicker.!

I want you to concentrate and do your best so that you will have good information 
about your use of sounds in words.!

That means sit up at the table, organize your body, feet, and hands.!
Get your mind ready to think only about the words and sounds.  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Appendix H 

Procedural Script: Phonological Awareness Intervention 

Today we are going to work on some skills that will help you become more fluent in 
reading and writing.!

Fluent means how accurately and quickly you can do something like reading.!

There are 8 skills with 10 practices in each set.!
You don’t write anything - just answer each one (when it is your turn).!
Some of the words will be short and some will be long.!
Some of the skills will be easier and some will be harder.!

Remember that we have been working on….!

ie. a goal such as saying s-blends accurately or segmenting four phoneme words or 
blending six phoneme words!

I want you to concentrate and do your best so that you will make good progress on 
your reading and writing.!

That means sit up at the table, organize your body, feet, and hands.!
Get your mind ready to think only about the practice skills.!
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Appendix I  

Procedural Script: Structured Conversation - Reading Progress 

Today we are going to talk about your progress in reading. !

I will ask you some questions about your reading. !
Your answers will help us know how your reading has changed and what we will 
work on next.!

I will write down what you say so don’t talk too fast. The I will read it back to you 
so you can add more ideas or change what you said.!

There are three questions we will talk about are:!
1. What have you noticed about your reading today/this week?!
2. What have we done that has helped your reading change?!
3. What have we done that will be help you read when you are back in your 

classroom?!

Remember that you can think about the activities we have been doing and the texts 
we have been reading to get ideas. !

I want you to concentrate and do your best thinking so that we will have good 
information about how you are learning to read.!

That means sit up at the table, organize your body,, feet, and hands.!
Get your mind ready to think only about your reading skills and strategies.!
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