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Introduction
Despite the importance of educational quality and student learning in particular, reliable data
on learning remain extremely scarce, especially for developing countries. Many developing
countries administer national examinations, typically at the end of a schooling cycle, in order
to verify that students have gained the knowledge and skills required for graduation, and/or to
control progression to the next level of schooling. But even where these exams are well
designed, the results provide information against national curricular standards, which vary
widely among countries in terms of specifics and overall rigor. Very few developing countries
produce data on student learning against internationally comparable standards, which might
permit even the broadest generalizations about how successful different countries are in
equipping their children with essential skills and knowledge.
The purpose of this Task Order (TO) is to provide the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID) with a valid set of instruments for assessing the extent to which earlygrade primary-school children in USAID-presence countries are learning to read with an
acceptable degree of comprehension and at an acceptable rate of fluency. The overarching
objective is to provide USAID with an increased understanding of one essential dimension of
education quality (reading) in its host countries, and ultimately spur more effective efforts to
improve educational quality. The TO specifically addresses the achievement of Ed Data II’s
Result 5: International education statistics and indicators improved, promoted, and further
standardized through collaboration with other USAID activities, Ministry statistics staff,
multilateral and other bilateral organizations.
To this end, USAID has asked RTI to develop two reading assessment instruments: 1) an
opportunity to learn assessment; and 2) a simple-screening assessment. These instruments
will build upon recent experience of USAID, other donors, and country experiences, and will
be designed to permit cross-country comparison of the degree of reading skill acquisition in
the first few grades of the school system. These assessment instruments, or metrics, and the
results obtained through field testing them in three languages—English, French, and
Spanish—will serve as a basis for international discussion and will facilitate the establishment
of basic standards for early-grade reading.
As outlined in RTI’s proposal to USAID, the first instrument, an in-depth opportunity to learn
assessment, is intended to allow for a careful diagnostic of challenges to imparting literacy in
the early grades. It will be designed for maximizing reliability over simplicity. It will also allow
for (a) cross-country comparison of the degree of reading-skill acquisition in the first few
grades of the school system; (b) determination, in the first application, of the grade at which a
country’s education system is able to impart the capacity to read connected prose with
fluency and understanding, for comparison purposes; and (c) identification of the specific
roadblocks or areas of weakness in the progression to reading, which are correctable through
feedback to teachers. This last aim is important if the assessment plans to support
interventions and improvement. The second assessment instrument, a simple-screening
instrument, will permit diagnostic measurement by teachers and district offices to identify
children, schools, or districts with problems in imparting early grade literacy.
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The in-depth assessment will focus on the opportunities children have to acquire literacy
within their first few grades of schooling. The instrument will include an analysis of key
learning determinants, including
“To prevent reading difficulties, children should be provided with:
teacher use of time and time-on• Opportunities to explore the various uses and functions of written
task in the classroom, as well as the
language and to develop appreciation and command of them.
availability and quality of learning
• Opportunities to grasp and master the use of the alphabetic principle
materials (against a standard metric
for reading and writing.
of reading and early grade literacy
• Opportunities to develop and enhance language and meta-cognitive
skills to meet the demands of understanding printed texts.
expectations). The in-depth
•
Opportunities to experience contexts that promote enthusiasm and
instrument will measure student
success in learning to read and write, as well as learning by reading
knowledge and opportunity to learn
and writing.
against a cumulative, stair-step
• Opportunities for children likely to experience difficulties in becoming
sequencing of literacy-acquisition
fluent readers to be identified and to participate in effective
measures and expectations for
prevention programs.
• Opportunities for children experiencing difficulties in becoming fluent
accomplishments as advanced by a
readers to be identified and to participate in effective intervention
panel of experts and developed in
and remediation programs, well integrated with ongoing good
collaboration with RTI staff. These
classroom instruction.”
expectations will be linked to current
Snow C.E. et al. (1998), Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young
research on how children learn to
Children (p. 278)
read, from beginning to understand
the alphabetic principle, to decoding words and syllables. Sample indicators for literacy
attainment within each grade could include whether a child is capable of the following:
•

Knows the parts of a book;

•

Recognizes and can name upper and lowercase letters;

•

Understands that sequences of letters in written words represent sequences of
sounds (phonemes) in a spoken word (the alphabetic principle);

•

Can, given a spoken word, produce another word that rhymes with it;

•

Uses letter-correspondence knowledge to sound out unknown words when
reading;

•

Notices when difficulties are encountered in understanding text or when simple
texts fail to make sense;

•

Engages in literary activities voluntarily;

•

Represents the complete sound of a word when spelling independently;

•

Accurately decodes orthographically-regular multisyllable words;

•

Recalls facts and details of texts;

•

Can identify words that are causing comprehension difficulties; and

•

Reads aloud with accuracy and comprehension texts appropriate for their grade
level (examples from Snow, C.E. et al. (1998), pp. 80-83).

The second instrument, a simple- screening instrument, will be designed such that teachers,
directors, and school-supervision personnel can apply the instrument on their own as an
inexpensive and simple diagnostic of student progress in reading. Its function will be that of a
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“warning light—an indicator of progress against an easy-to-understand metric of expectations
for early grade reading. The simple-screening instrument will build on a correct words per
minute (cwpm) assessment RTI staff
“In some countries 50 percent of fourth grade students do
conducted in Perú in collaboration with the
not understand the meaning of the texts they read (in one
World Bank and DFID, under which some 35
public school class, I found 20 non-reading students in a
percent of second-grade students were not
class of 29), but the majority of these students attend
able to read a single word (Abadzi, Crouch et
schools that cater to families in the ‘lower half of the income
bracket.’ This means that 90 percent of the students in this
al. 2005). Building on the standards for cwpm
half of the population do not understand what they read
developed in a number of countries (including,
(even though many complete their primary schooling). In
for example, Chile, Spain and the United
this situation a good literacy program (in the first two grades
States), the simple-screening instrument will
of primary school) can have an immense impact on the
provide immediate feedback to teachers and
performance of the education system.”
--Ernesto Schiefelbein, Former Minister of Education, Chile
administrators on how particular children or
schools are performing in early-grade reading.
The assessment will be designed for use across multiple grade levels so that comparisons
can be drawn between expectations and performance for students from first to third grades.
Each of these instruments will be designed to complement and inform one another. While the
simple-screening instrument is akin to taking the temperature of the patient, the in-depth
instrument is a comprehensive diagnostic of the environment where patients live. That is,
while the simple-screening instrument will help us detect where children are generally “getting
stuck” from a system-level perspective, the simple-screening assessment will provide
teachers and administrators with an indication of the “trouble spots” in their particular
classrooms and schools. Using information disseminated from the results of the in-depth
instrument, teachers would be informed of which components of the early-grade literacy
sequencing strategy are missing and require remediation. One additional role of the in-depth
instrument will be to provide a basis for assessing the reliability of the simple-screening
instrument. As part of the measurement strategy, the information gathered in the simplescreening instrument may overlap with or represent a subset of the information gathered
using the in-depth instrument. While the in-depth instrument is designed to maximize
reliability, the simple-screening instrument will be developed with simplicity in mind, such that
the results of the instrument can be conveyed to community members and parents, as well as
policy makers and Ministry personnel. Finally, both instruments will be designed to be
adaptable across languages and cultures (to the extent possible) to allow for cross-country
comparisons.

Objective of the Workshop
In order to obtain feedback on and confirm the validity of the approach outlined above, RTI
convened a meeting of cognitive scientists, early-grade literacy experts, research
methodologists, and assessment experts to review the proposed key components of the draft
assessment instruments. During the 2-day workshop, participants were charged with bridging
the gap between research and practice; that is, merging advances in the reading literature
and cognitive science with assessment experiences. Researchers and practitioners
presented evidence on their strategies for measuring literacy acquisition within the early
primary grades. In addition, they were asked to identify the key issues to consider in
designing a multi-country, multi-language early grade literacy assessment protocol. The
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workshop, co-hosted by USAID, The World Bank, and RTI, included more than a dozen
experts from a diverse group of countries, as well as some 14 observers from institutions
such as USAID, the World Bank, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, George
Washington University, the South Africa Ministry of Education and Plan International, among
others. A detailed list of participants, including expert bios and contact information can be
found in the Appendix, along with a sample invitation, workshop agenda and Round Table
discussion questions.

Discussion Summary
Following opening remarks by Cheryl Kim (USAID), Robin Horn (World Bank) and Luis
Crouch (RTI), RTI’s Amber Gove and Kyle Snow outlined a) RTI’s interest and intended
approach to developing the two instruments, b) USAID’s expectations for this task order and
c) RTI’s progress to date. In the following pages, a brief summary of the topics covered and
conclusions drawn from the workshop dialogue is provided.
To begin with, part of RTI’s interest in early grade reading (EGR) assessment stems from the
frustration with a lack of simple, cost-effective measures of basic, early grade assessments.
In the health sector, simple measures of childhood diseases and health outcomes abound
and are understood in a scientific way. In education, national assessments, when they exist,
tend to remain at the national level, providing little practical feedback for teachers and school
administrators. In the context of increasing decentralization and devolution of the state,
parents with little education are frequently asked to evaluate school quality. More often than
not, they give the school very high marks as they have few concrete and simple measures on
which to base their evaluation. This, coupled with the knowledge that reading is a foundation
for all learning and that teaching reading is rocket science (but that it can be done) are the
foundations for RTI’s interest in pursuing this challenging endeavor.
RTI’s team explained that the intention was to develop, test and vet the EGR instruments in
one pilot country within the first project year. The more comprehensive (or long) instrument
would be sample based, validate the simple instrument and identify key gaps in the teaching
and learning process. The simple (or short) instrument would act as a screening tool to
identify students and schools that are having difficulties in learning how to read. Together,
these instruments are intended to be comparable across countries; identify the grade at
which the education system in each country is imparting the capacity to read connected
prose with fluency and understanding; and identify roadblocks and areas of weakness within
the teaching of reading.
RTI accomplishments to date include a brief review of the literature, a more detailed review of
assessment instruments focusing on early grade reading, development of a draft instrument
outline, and calling together the expert workshop. In reviewing the literature RTI focused on
the five key instructional components as outlined by the National Reading Panel: Phonemic
Awareness, Phonics and Decoding, Fluency, Vocabulary and Comprehension.
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Round Table 1: Analysis of Draft Outline: Discussion of Technical Issues;
Review of Existing Assessment Instruments to Inform “Simple” and
“Complex” Instruments
One of the first critical observations of Round Table 1 was the need for the RTI Team to
identify the conceptual framework, or formulated model of reading acquisition, to guide the
assessment development process. Without a model, RTI would be in danger of concluding
that that which is important in reading is that which we can measure. Rather, the experts
suggested, RTI should first identify that which is most important and attempt to measure
those components.
It was pointed out that the “reading wars” hinge on whether we should or can assess the
initial steps of reading acquisition (foundational literacy acquisition). Nonetheless, most
around the room could acknowledge the fact that today there is more understanding of what
constitutes reading acquisition, especially in the early grades. While not interested in “picking
sides” in the reading wars, RTI explained that one of the goals of the assessment is to inform
instruction and predict or identify those classrooms and students who face the greatest
challenges to reading acquisition. It is also RTI’s intention to include measures that the
experts can generally agree upon as being predictive of later reading ability, thereby
increasing the utility of the tools for remediation and teaching purposes.
RTI presented its initial outline of the key components to be included in the short instrument,
as follows: picture vocabulary, letter-sound naming, nonsense words and passage reading
(the latter to incorporate rate, accuracy and comprehension). The long form was briefly
reviewed as well (see table, below), before discussion focused on specific components of the
instruments. The picture vocabulary component was reviewed, and initially rejected as a less
than essential component of the short form (though it could possibly be included in the long
form).
It was suggested that it is a challenge to find good, culturally appropriate reading passages
with high frequency sight words. Instead, some oral/listening comprehension should possibly
be included. Some participants recommended that we examine the possibility of including a
spelling or dictation exercise, in part to separate the fluency from the comprehension task.
In response to the question of the application of the tools across multiple grades, most
experts seemed to be in agreement that this was possible, though care would need to be
taken in selecting appropriate reading passages, especially in selecting paragraph selections
and comprehension questions that are discriminating enough.
In reference to the question regarding the challenge of false negatives (overly shy students
who can read but are not willing to perform in front of a stranger) experts suggested that the
training protocol include specific procedures for building rapport. Also, to the extent possible,
local villagers should be recruited to conduct the assessment. Children should also be
comfortable with the tasks they are to be tested on. Finally, students should be allowed to
read the passages silently before doing the oral reading portion of the assessment.
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It was pointed out that the RTI draft model was actually testing many of the components of
the foundational stage of reading and should therefore include a measure of phonemic
awareness. It was suggested that the short instrument should focus on: letter task, simple
(real) word reading and simple non-word reading in order to capture three critical areas of
foundational literacy. With these components, the assessment would be used to track the
child’s first steps in reading from which everything else follows.
It was suggested that in fact reading is culturally bound and occurs within a context. Readers
employ multiple strategies for comprehending text. Thus assessments should examine not
just the skills but the multiple strategies that the child uses to understand the text. While
experts agreed that we all value fluency and the value of getting kids to be fluent, accurate
decoders, there was a level of disagreement as to whether this should be the main focus of
measurement. A question was raised about the value of sight-word recognition in the
assessment and if it would be needed in more transparent languages than English. The point
was raised that decoding isn’t everything and if a student does not know the word they have
just managed to decode then it does not do them much good.
By the end of the first day, a modest degree of consensus had been reached that the
instruments should contain at a minimum the following design components:
Short Form (aka simple, subset of Long)
Design Aspects:
Screening Function
Non-Sample, Could be universalized
Apply with little training (“popular” tool)
Spotlight for calling forth support

Long Form (aka comprehensive)
Design Aspects:
Sample Based
Diagnostic at the Classroom level
Identifies “Causes” of Problems
Expert Applied
Used for Research

Components:
Letter identification (name and sounds
Single-word reading
Non-word reading
Phoneme segmentation
Passage reading (multi-level)
- rate
- accuracy
- comprehension

Components:
Repeat Short Form Components
Listening Comprehension
Engagement
Dictation
Classroom level:
- Time on Task
- Review of Lesson Plans
- Curriculum Analysis

Review of Country/Language Experiences
The afternoon session, moderated and with an introductory presentation by Helen Abadzi
(The World Bank), was divided among several presentations, as follows:
1. James Royer gave a brief discussion of the relationship between working memory and
reading acquisition, including evidence that the brain has capacity for about 4-9 items in
10 seconds. If students do not read with sufficient speed to capture these ideas they will
likely have low levels of comprehension.
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2. Philip Seymour provided an overview of his recent paper comparing differences in early
reading acquisition (foundational literacy) across several European languages. A copy of
the notes he distributed can be found in the supplemental materials accompanying this
report.
3. Malatesha Joshi shared some of his research on English and Indian languages (in
particular Kannada) and hypothesized that if children are receiving good instruction in one
language they are likely receiving good instruction in the other. Part of his research
examined those aspects of language acquisition Kannada that predicted performance in
English.
4. Jules Kinda reviewed the results of an oral reading assessment conducted in Burkina
Faso with children in both French immersion and bi-lingual schools. The initial results
presented at the workshop can be found in the accompanying documentation.
5. Rima Azzam gave a brief discussion of some of the challenges of conducting
assessments in Arabic, including the fact that as the texts (and language) are considered
sacred, it is difficult to create exercises such as non-words (as that would entail
manipulation and modification of a sacred text). Similarly, teaching and instruction
methods are difficult to change, including how vowels and the 16 core shapes are taught.
TO further complicate the matter, the spoken language is very different than the written
one (written Arabic is far more formal).
6. Madhav Chavan of Pratham shared the experience of the Annual Status of Education
Report (ASER) conducted in India in which volunteers visited some 10,000 villages and
conducted individually-administered basic reading and mathematics exams with more
than 333,000 children. More information can be found at www.pratham.org

Round Table 2: Discussion of Relative Content between Simple and
Complex Instruments (for validity, level of complexity, and fitness for
purpose)
Round Table 2 examined issues of content between the two proposed instruments.
Discussion began with examination of the picture vocabulary assessment as a part of the
proposed tools. Opinion varied, but it was suggested that the Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test (PPVT) could be used in the long form of the assessment. Experts cautioned that
without a standardized test developed and piloted it would be difficult to include a PPVT
section. As this test exists in Spanish it would be possible to pilot it in Latin America as there
would be only slight adaptations that would be required.
The second question posed by the RTI team was the appropriate and useful time that should
be budgeted per child. Experts converged on a rough response of about 20 minutes per child,
though they cautioned that examiners should not take longer or students would be fatigued.
One suggestions was to break the assessment into two parts—to see a child for 10 minutes
at a time, return them to the class, and then repeat another 10 minutes of assessment.
Experience from the field led several experts to caution RTI regarding the training of good
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enumerators—in one case the people hired were unable to follow the scripted instructions
without sounding stilted and formal; to eliminate this problem, assessment organizers
required the enumerators to memorize the scripts.
On a related question, the RTI team asked if responses should be open but timed (that is,
given a limited number of items how long does it take for the child to complete the task) or
time-limited (given 60 seconds to complete task). The general consensus was that in the
interest of time and efficiency it would be better to give students 60 seconds (or another
limited amount of time) to complete the required tasks.
On the issue of identifying classrooms or students based on a simple dichotomous indicator
(can they read or not) it was suggested that for the foundation literacy portions of the
assessment, a metric of 75% correct would be adequate to state that the child had achieved
foundation literacy. Those students who had achieved 25% or less would be considered nonreaders.
Sample instruments, developed in Ghana by CAL (Jim Bauman) and in Afghanistan by
Colette Chabbott, were shared and discussed with the group. The Ghana instrument in
particular uses basic elements of phonemic awareness to check for decoding of words,
includes a picture dictionary for sounds of letters and uses visual and verbal clues to ensure
students comprehend the words and text.

Round Table 3: Discussion of Language and Technology Issues
Mike Royer began the language and technology session with a demonstration of the software
program his team has designed, entitled Cognitive Aptitude Assessment Software. The
system enables test administrators and researchers to record student words and responses
and assess the number of words (or letters of syllables) correct per minute. Additional
information can be found at www.educationalhelp.com.
Marilyn Adams then presented the read-aloud voice recognition and comprehension software
her team developed at Soliloquy Learning (with the support of NICHD). The software records
student voices, corrects the student when words are read incorrectly, includes
comprehension questions and scores the students for future analysis. A tutorial and video are
available at www.soliloquylearning.com.
The discussion on technology varied from feasibility of using computer assisted instruction in
developing countries to cultural implications of new and foreign technologies (and a brief
digression as to the merits of the $100 laptop). One expert pointed out that collection of data
through electronic mechanisms (e.g. digital recorders) for later coding would limit the amount
of local capacity building that should go into the these types of assessment efforts.
Implications for validity and reliability were also raised—it would not be possible to construct
a test for one medium and then change the delivery medium. Scoring redesign (from paper
to electronic form) would not, however, generate problems in this respect. Experts also
cautioned that it is better to have well-trained enumerators who score results in the field than
to have enumerators analyze results at a central location as subsequent evaluation tends to
“over-think” the results.
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As a summary question regarding language issues, RTI posed the question of using a
translation activity for assessment (that is, testing two languages at the same time using
translation from one language to the other). Experts suggested that instead two parallel forms
of the assessment should be developed for testing each language individually as this would
reduce confusion and confounding effects.

Round Table 4: Anticipating Possible Critiques and Building a Case for
the Approach
A brief video developed with the World Bank and RTI’s Luis Crouch was shown to
participants to kick-off the discussion on policy dialogue. The video, available here,
documents results from a pilot assessment in 22 schools, while transmitting a simple
message of quality learning standards, accountability and support for reform. The video set
the stage for further discussion of advocacy, education reform support and parent and
teacher involvement in the quality reform process.
Following discussion of the video, Sylvia Linan-Thompson described a professional
development model for early literacy in grade 1-3 classrooms, under expansion as part of
USAID’s Centers for Excellence in Teacher Training (CETT). The program uses classroom
coaching and scripted instruction for teachers in several countries in Latin America.
Additional information on CETT can be found at http://www.readingforallchildren.org/
Several experts suggested that teachers be involved in the test development and application
process as strategy for minimizing their resistance and increasing teacher support for the
initiative. Drawing lessons from Pratham’s experience, Mr. Chavan argues that the point of
the effort is to bring reading to the forefront of the issues people think about. The challenge
is to make the outcomes measurable and negotiate some starting point to be used as an
indicator of the challenges in the sector.
It was pointed out that measurement is (and should be) used to indicate where teachers need
assistance in their instruction methods. Additionally, participants were reminded that one of
the objectives of the assessment is to provide simple tools for improving reading instruction.
One of the controversial points raised is that many educators do not wish to make education
a measurable process.

Round Table 5: Approaches to Improvement: Using Assessment Results
to Inform Classroom Practice in a Variety of Contexts (Examples of Good
Practices)
The final Round Table session included an open discussion with observers. Experts called
for the need to build teacher knowledge about reading, strengthen skills to impart that
knowledge and provide guided practice and support for teachers. Part of RTI’s assessment
development process should be to provide a form of give-back to teachers and schools
through the development of the simple instrument.
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Methods for returning assessment results back to teachers were discussed, with the example
of CETT put forward as a model of accompaniment and instructional coaching.
The Pratham model was discussed in the context of providing easily understood and
measurable goals for teachers through charts that document student progress over time.
Such tools are posted in the classroom enabling parents and visitors to check on student
progress.
The discussion provided a broad framework for development of the instruments but did not
include a procedure for going about it, which may require further discussion. The question of
how the materials are selected remains to be resolved, as well as the precise procedure to be
followed. Also to be verified and discussed further are the issues of validity and reliability as
well as use of results.

Next Steps
Based on the results of the workshop, RTI will develop draft protocols for the in-depth and
simple-screening assessments. Our team will review the comments, submitted and proposed
materials and lessons learned and will develop draft assessment instruments, sampling
protocols, and enumerator training manuals for the piloting of each of the draft in-depth and
simple-screening instruments. The meeting generated considerable interest and a rich
discussion; RTI intends to continue the dialogue with the workshop participants. RTI thanks
USAID and the World Bank for its support of and interest in this effort.
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Appendix
1. Expert Invitation
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2. Agenda and Round Table Questions
Agenda: Early Grade Reading Assessment Workshop
Thursday, November 16, 2006
9:00–9:30

Introduction, Opening Remarks

Cheryl Kim, USAID
Robin Horn, World Bank
Luis Crouch, RTI

9:30–11:00

•

Amber Gove, RTI
Kyle Snow, RTI

•

Discuss RTI Approach to Designing “Simple”
and “Complex” Instruments
Presentation of Draft Outline for “Simple” and
“Complex” Instruments

11:00–12:30

Round Table 1:
• Comments/Analysis of Draft Outline:
Discussion of Technical Issues
• Review of Existing Assessment Instruments to
Inform “Simple” and “Complex” Instruments

12:30–1:30
1:30–5:30

Lunch Provided
Review of Country/Language Experiences
1. Memory, Speed and Comprehension
2. Lessons from Multiple Language Research
3. Orthography and Literacy
4. Burkina Faso (measurement)
5. Arabic (script/measurement)
6. Pratham/India (remediation and measurement)
7. Peru (dissemination and policy)

Helen Abadzi, Moderator
7. James Royer, UMass, USA
8. Philip Seymour, Univ Dundee, UK
9. Malatesha Joshi, Texas A&M, USA
10. Jules Kinda, Burkina Faso
11. Rima Azzam, AIR, USA
12. Madhav Chavan, Pratham, India
13. Luis Crouch, RTI

Implications and Lessons

Expert and Observer Group Discussion

Expert Round Table
Luis Crouch, Moderator

Friday, November 17, 2006
9:00–9:15
9:15–11:00

Review of Discussion
Round Table 2:
Discussion of Relative Content between Simple
and Complex Instruments (for validity, level of
complexity, and fitness for purpose)

Amber Gove
Expert Round Table
Kyle Snow, Moderator

11:00–12:30

Round Table 3:
Discussion of Language and Technology Issues

Expert Round Table
Luis Crouch, Moderator

12:30–1:30
1:30–3:30

Lunch Provided
Round Table 4:
Anticipating Possible Critiques and Building a
Case for the Approach

Expert Round Table
Amber Gove, Moderator

3:45–5:00

Round Table 5:
Approaches to Improvement: Using Assessment
Results to Inform Classroom Practice in a Variety
of Contexts (Examples of Good Practices)

Expert Round Table
Luis Crouch, Moderator

5:00–6:00

Closing Discussion – Review, Lessons and Next
Steps

Expert and Observer Group Discussion
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Questions for Round Table Discussions

Round Table 1:
Comments/Analysis of Draft Outline: Discussion of Technical Issues; Review of
Existing Assessment Instruments to Inform “Simple” and “Complex”
Instruments
1. What essential components are missing from our draft instrument outlines? What components could be
eliminated?
2. Our intention is to apply the same instrument, or at least the same key components of the instrument, to
students in first few grades of primary school (Grades 1-3). We are doing this purposively, so we can draw
“curves” of increased learning and to see where a “breakthrough” is made against a passage of given
difficulty. What are the pros and cons of this? There will be a ceiling effect, but in effect that is what we
are looking for.
3. To what extent are the essential components (and less essential components) identified in Question 1 age
and/or grade invariant? Given our intent to use the same pair of measures in grades 1-3, it is important to
anticipate any developmental changes that emerge over time in the relationships among components of
reading being assessed.
4. What assessments have been particularly good at understanding the components of student reading? Should
we ensure that we include issues related to, say, phonemic manipulation in the more complex one? Should
we test, for example, “pure” listening and sound recognition in the more complex instrument? Please share
specific examples from assessment instruments you have used, and their value in establishing the “cause” of
problems that then become visible “later” as fluency problems.
5. What are some of the benefits of using these sorts of items? What are some of the challenges of using these
sorts of items?
6. There seems to be an issue in oral applications in that some children may be able to read but are too shy to
do so in the presence of a stranger. What are recommended techniques for avoiding false negatives? What
was the experience of, for example, Pratham? Does starting with letters and then going on to paragraphs
help avoid this (note Pratham started with paragraphs and then did letters).
7. Several of the assessments we reviewed include pictures (Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, DIBELS, etc.).
What is the rational for using pictures versus text (assessing pre-reading vocabulary?), and what are the
tradeoffs to presenting pictures?

Round Table 2:
Discussion of Relative Content between Simple and Complex Instruments (for
validity, level of complexity, and fitness for purpose)
1. Our intent is to develop two tools. A simpler one is intended for “universal” application by teachers,
perhaps by a literate person in the community, or by district officials. It can provide a simple way to screen
or pinpoint teachers or schools having problems, but is not meant to diagnose the nature of the problems in
much depth. The more complex instrument would eventually be applied on a sample basis by experts.
Having a complex instrument would serve one purpose during the pilot stage and a different “eventual”
purpose. During the pilot stage the complex instrument is used to establish validity and reliability. Second,
the more complex instrument could diagnose in more depth the simpler one. In principle, in the pilot stage
one could simply apply only a complex instrument, and then select out fewer and simpler items to then
constitute the simple instrument. Thus, in the pilot stage there need not be two instruments as such, but the
idea is to develop two. Is this a sound general strategy? For example, our informing belief is that in most
countries the more basic or causal problems (e.g., lack of phonemic awareness) will tend to be fairly
common across schools, and thus a sample-based approach, to detect that teachers are not working on this,
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2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

or that this is a problem, will suffice. A simpler instrument will help schools and districts assess which
schools are having problems.
What is the minimum number of components for the simple assessment instrument to ensure reliability and
validity? Does the simplest instrument that we can design have acceptable reliability and validity? Does
reliability matter as much in oral instruments as it does in written instruments?
What is the maximum number of components we should include in the complex instrument?
On a scale of 1-10, how simple should the simple instrument be in comparison to the complex instrument?
What should be the maximum amount of time per student allotted to the simple instrument? What about to
the complex instrument?
What is the most feasible use of the simple instrument: screening children with reading problems (i.e.,
diagnostic), or providing a general view of reading proficiency across skills levels (descriptive), and are
these mutually exclusive uses?

Round Table 3:
Discussion of Language and Technology Issues
1. What steps should be taken to ensure comparability in English, French and Spanish? Has research identified
“families” languages for which reading acquisition is general internally consistent, yet perhaps different
than as occurs in other “families”?
2. Is the best approach one where an instrument is developed in one language and the translated into others,
resulting in different versions of the same instrument, or one where instruments are developed following the
same general framework (e.g., components measured) even if the items are not related?
3. Assuming there is interest and support for expanding into other languages (Arabic, Bengali. . . ) what are the
challenges in terms of comparability in language complexity, regular vs. irregular language, etc.? What
experiences/challenges have you had in multiple language studies?
4. Our experience in countries with home languages different from the dominant national or international
language is that, regardless of policy, early grade instruction in reading really takes place in both languages
simultaneously, depending on individual teacher ability, predilection, and so on. Thus we see a value, in
those situations, in testing in both languages. This will not only test, but will help establish whether the
issue is proficiency in teaching reading or the inherent difficulties created by complex bilingual
environments. That is, what experience have you had in using instruments that assess student skills in two
languages simultaneously?
5. In these situations, is translation an intuitively appealing way to test comprehension? We tried this in Kenya
between Kiswahili and English, using a small sample, as well as in Uganda between Luero and English, and
found a rather good correlation between “comprehension” measured in this way and fluency, and
“comprehension” measured via more traditional techniques. Is this worth trying in heavily bilingual
situations?
6. What issues that should be taken into account if we do want to design instruments that test simultaneously in
languages with both transparent and deeper orthographies, ? For instance, in languages with transparent
orthographies should one even bother with words?
7. What do we know (and can we tell from research and experience) about the ability of children at the end of
second grade to read fluently in: north and south Indian languages, Amharic, voweled Arabic, mainly
unvoweled Urdu, voweled Arabic (but specifically for the Maghreb)? What do we know about the effects
of removing the vowels from Arabic?
8. Is it practical/feasible/cost-effective to use software to score instruments (e.g. CoolEdit, Adobe Audition)
and what experiences have you had in doing that? Similarly, should technology be developed to provide
reports (even if scores are input by a user after computed locally)?
9. What inexpensive ways have other studies used to record and score student answers to oral exams?
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Round Table 4:
Anticipating Possible Critiques and Building a Case for the Approach
1. In developing instruments that are “just simple enough” one may face critiques on two levels. First, that one
has oversimplified the complex process of assessing children’s reading, that reading is a “holistic” process
that cannot be assessed as consisting of separate and sequential or consecutive skills, and so on. While this
sort of debate may seem somewhat outdated in the US and other developed countries, we find it alive and
well in the developing world. In Peru, for example, the officials in the Ministry of Education do not want to
have anything to do, or so it seems to us, with assessing fluency, much less assessing things such as letter
recognition, as this seems to “debase” the notion of reading. What strategies would you recommend for
overcoming these beliefs?
2. Second, in producing materials that are simple and short there may be reliability issues. Yet we believe that
there are considerable social mobilization and accountability advantages in having simple and short-enough
measures of literacy that can indeed be assessed by a community or non-experts. What are some of the
tradeoffs here? Do we have any priors on what is “simple enough” to fulfill a social mobilization and
simple accountability role (“can your child read? – here is how you can tell?”) yet not so simple that it
becomes nonsense?
3. What are strategies that others have used to defend their assessment models?
4. Many current international assessments use paper and pencil exams for students age 9 or 4th grade and
above. Other countries (Peru) are using group pencil-and-paper tests as early as Grade 2. Our intention to
work with younger students is based on the idea that 4th grade is too little, too late in terms of remediation
strategies, and to test orally on the assumption that pencil and paper group instruments cannot detect some
of the early precursor problems (especially in the bottom of the distribution). What possible critiques is one
likely to face in testing younger students, and testing (mostly or partially) orally?
5. Our general intention, certainly for the simpler version, is to use “text only” assessments without multiple
choice. We find many assessments use a picture-based approach and/or multiple-choice. We suspect the
latter is perceived as being more “holistic” perhaps because there is a belief that it can test decoding along
with comprehension, and there is a belief that even having items that test “pure” decoding goes against the
curricular ideology. Are there deeper reasons for preferring picture-based assessments? What are some of
the tradeoffs here? Can we use our simple-complex design to see whether using pictures adds meaningful
knowledge, by establishing useful correlations?

Round Table 5:
Approaches to Improvement: Using Assessment Results to Inform Classroom
Practice in a Variety of Contexts (Examples of Good Practices)
1. How can results be used to inform pre-service and in-service training for teachers?
2. What experiences and strategies have been particularly successful in linking assessment results to teacher
training efforts? How can we best set up the assessment process so as to facilitate acceptance of the results
by teachers and educators?
3. In using assessment results to inform practice, is there a danger that such methods are accused of being “too
instrumentalist” or that they come too close to “teaching to the test?” But, is the teaching of basic reading
so basic indeed that “teaching to the test” (or, at least, teaching to the underlying constructs) is really not a
problem?
4. It is a very powerful and simple policy message (facilitating accountability and school support measures) to
state that 80 percent of students in School X can read, while in School Y, only 10 percent can read. This
requires classification of students along a dichotomous (0/1) variable, at least at the school level. Do the
policy benefits to this approach outweigh the validity issues for classifying students into these categories?
What other approaches have been used to translate complex assessment ideas into simple/powerful measures
that parents, teachers and others can understand?
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