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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
The functions of this paper are to report on the purposes listed below, and the paper is 
presented in sections representing each purpose.  

1. Draw on research and existing practices to provide a rationale for an approach 
to English assessment. 

2. Describe an approach that will provide comprehensive, developmentally 
appropriate, valid and reliable assessment measures of the progress of 
government primary school students towards achieving state-wide standards in 
English from within the first three months of the Preparatory year to the end of 
Grade 2. 

3. Describe the proposed monitoring of beginning English literacy skills and the 
linking of these to assessment of reading comprehension skills. 

4. Identify issues to be considered and addressed in implementing the approach.   

Assessment of early years English needs to reflect the progression of a student from 
Beginning to Early at the Preparatory level, to Independent Reader by Grade 3, with 
all the concomitant skills that this implies.   

A series of national and state reviews of literacy assessment focussing on the early 
years has had a consistent theme. They have all called for action regarding support for 
teachers in literacy assessment and intervention in the early years. There has also been 
a series of calls for assessment in the early years to be linked systematically to those 
conducted in the later years. Also consistent was the advice that phonics and decoding 
skills need to be linked to reading comprehension approaches.  

The report has examined the disjuncture between the Prep to Grade 2 assessments and 
the AIM assessments used at Grade 3. The report also examined the state benchmarks 
for the early years and the AIM results. These showed a difference of almost 10% of 
students reaching benchmarks in Grades 1 and 2 compared to the lower percentage in 
Grade 3. It was suggested that the differences are more an artefact of the measuring 
process than real differences in reading skills. The report concludes that the 
measurement protocol is not addressing the same continuum over the four years of 
early literacy and that the English Developmental Continuum may be the focus of 
none of them.  It is clear that substantial changes are needed in either the 
measurement protocols, or the Developmental Continuum, or perhaps both.   

The following recommendations are proposed.  

1. The lower levels of the VELS (and the English Developmental Continuum) do 
not appear to have sufficient descriptors to match the skills that are assessed 
using the School Entry Assessment Kit and the Observation Survey of Early 
Literacy Achievement (Clay, 2002). It would be beneficial if the descriptors 
were clarified and some additional descriptors added. From preliminary 
analysis of Australian data on the Observation Survey, it is clear that links 
between this style of assessment and the VELS can be tightened. A 
supplementary developmental variable that offers finer differentiation 
focussing on the development of decoding and phonemic awareness skills, 
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knowledge of the alphabet, oral reading fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension, could be developed. This would have consequent implications 
for publication of teaching resource materials and assessment tools.  

2. Assessment of early years English needs to reflect the progression of a student 
from Beginning to Early at the Preparatory level, to Independent Reader by 
Grade 3, with all the concomitant skills that this implies.  

3. Systematic assessment of skills should be achieved through use of consistent 
criteria, scoring procedures, and record keeping. The formal assessment tools 
(Running Records) currently used in Victorian primary schools for the first 
three years of study (Prep to Grade 2) should be revised in order to account for 
variance in achievement in English beyond mere oral reading skill.  

4. A systematic process to establish assessment procedures and implementation 
strategies should be undertaken. The steps should include the following: 

a. drafting 
b. piloting 
c. panelling 
d. trials 
e. norming and benchmarking 
f. implementation and dissemination.  

5. A systematic annual data collection process should be maintained for the years 
Prep to Grade 2 in order to establish correct, consistent and reliable data bases 
on early literacy development. This is not to suggest that current practices are 
haphazard, but the teachers need some assistance to make sure that records are 
accurate and complete.  Modifications to the selection and scoring of tests 
could also affect the benchmark data to bring them more into line with the 
Prep and Grade 3 levels for the same cohorts of students.  

6. Discussions should be held with the VCAA with a view to influencing the 
national assessment program, if it is implemented in 2008. If the national 
assessment is not implemented in 2008, then the VCAA should be approached 
concerning adjustment of the Achievement Improvement Monitor (AIM test). 
Adjustment would focus on the lower end items for the AIM test, to enable the 
assessment at Prep to Grade 2, and the AIM assessment to meet in common 
ground. (At the Prep to Grade 2 level this would have the effect of changing 
the focus on decoding skills - phoneme awareness, letter recognition, word 
recognition - to sentence recognition and longer text length meaning 
construction). The discussions with the VCAA should recommend that the 
AIM test currently used for Grade 3 be revised to incorporate more of the 
component skills of reading comprehension.  

7. A series of professional development strategies should be developed around 
the formation of early literacy professional learning teams to acquire skills in 
evidence based teaching and learning based in a developmental model. The 
approach needs to identify how teachers can interpret and use data to intervene 
at each student s level of development.  
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8. Supplementary materials should be developed for the early levels of the VELS 
and the English Developmental Continuum to assist teachers in the 
implementation of evidence based teaching and learning. Test (or test form) 
selection and score interpretation currently appear to be disjointed from the 
VELS and the English Developmental Continuum. There can be a closer link 
and when this is achieved, the link between the assessment and the 
achievement will strengthen. This recommendation is more about selection 
and interpretation than direct advice about teaching but the teaching 
implications are important for the use of the tests.  

9. Assessment strategies should address: 

 

reading accuracy 

 

reading comprehension 

 

decoding (accuracy of word recognition) 

 

cipher knowledge (concepts about print, letter knowledge, phonemic 
awareness, alphabetic principles) 

 

lexical knowledge (vocabulary) 

 

linguistic knowledge (phonology, semantics, syntax). 

 

phonemic awareness  

 

decoding skills 

 

knowledge of the alphabet (Prep and Grade 1 only) 

 

oral reading fluency 

 

knowledge of vocabulary  

 

reading comprehension skills 

 

writing skills.  

The revisions of assessment tools will bridge the current gap between Prep to Grade 2 
assessed skills and Grade 3 assessed skills, such that Victorian primary students 
progress in English will be more comprehensively assessed.  

These proposals will inform answers to questions raised by the Department of 
Education concerning whether students across the Prep to Grade 3 range can be 
assessed on their English skills across the same continuum, and map onto the 
Victorian Essential Learning Standards; whether apparent discrepancies in 
achievement in English between the Prep to Grade 2 levels and the Grade 3 level are 
real, or a function of the assessment tools used; and whether the revised tests will 
have the capacity to map onto the benchmarking standards.    
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SECTION 1: REVIEW 

 
1.0 Introduction 
The review of literature is structured in such a way that the essential issue of 
consistency between construct to be measured and its indicators are clarified. The 
review is couched in lay language, in order to communicate clearly both to those well-
versed in the technical register of the literacy educator, as well as the general 
educator.  

Notwithstanding concerns about explaining perceived differences in literacy level 
achievement across the Preparatory to Grade 2 (Prep  Grade 2) and Grade 3, the 
central question concerns the function that the assessment results are expected to 
fulfill. The assumption underlying the recommendations made in this report is that 
assessment should be linked to the skills identified in Victorian Essential Learning 
Standards (VELS) and assist teachers to intervene in the development of those skills. 
Assessment results and consequent reports, fill two primary functions: first, to inform 
all stakeholders about a student s progress (or learning outcomes) such that teaching 
interventions can be implemented appropriately; and second, to inform all 
stakeholders about students progress such that system-wide concerns, such as 
meeting benchmarks, efficient use of funds, skilled workforce generation, etc. can be 
identified.  

A major purpose of assessment across the curriculum is to identify the degree to 
which the curriculum is delivering the outcome skills described by VELS. This 
approach lies squarely in criterion-referenced interpretation frameworks, where 
individual performance on a set of test items can be compared with stages or levels of 
increased competence expected of students in the target population. Typically such 
performance levels are organised in a developmental hierarchy, or continuum, with 
student progress, or outcomes, measured in terms of achieving progressively higher 
levels in the sequence.  

Although one of the major advantages of criterion-referenced assessment is its 
capacity to identify individual students levels of development, such that teaching 
interventions can be focussed appropriately, the difficulty of the approach lies in 
developing coherently ordered sets of tasks that represent the continuum underlying 
the proficiency.  

Hence, if there is a discrepancy between learning outcomes as assessed at VELS 1-2, 
and VELS 3 levels (as indicated in the Specifications for this Project), there is a 
number of possible explanations. These include: 

a) inaccurate measurement of the developmental English Continuum at these 
points;  

b) measurement of different underlying continua at these points; or 
c) a combination of these.  

It is arguable that an underlying construct defined as English literacy can be 
measured across a developmental spectrum from approximate age 4 years to 7 years. 
However, it is reasonable to assume a hierarchical structure in which early skills 
contribute to later competence in more complex skills. Such an assumption allows for 
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the prediction from the simple components to the complex. The issue, then, is one of 
identifying what simple skills best predict the later desired complex skills. This was 
the assumption that underpinned the Victorian Literacy Profiles in the 1980s which 
ironically were the forerunners of the VELS. In those profiles, teacher observations of 
children s literacy development were used to empirically calibrate indicators of 
development and to develop the first of the developmental continua in literacy. No 
subsequent continua were empirically calibrated in their development.  

This introductory review describes: 
1. National and State policies on English literacy and assessment 
2. The English literacy skills to be assessed from Prep through to Grade 3 and the 

measures currently used to assess these skills (derived from Departmental 
documents) 

3. The degree to which the skills from one level to the next appear to be 
indicators of the same underlying construct 

4. The degree to which these measures appear to lend themselves to comparison 
across age.  

1.1 Policies and Programs on Literacy and Assessment  

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB; US Congress, 2001) legislation in the United 
States of America mandated annual testing of reading of children in grades 3-8, and 
increased assessment for students in grades K-3. The legislation represented a major 
shift of attention to improvement of children s reading achievement. As a result, 
assessments of reading achievement were major foci of the legislative agenda. Five 
essential skills for beginning reading success: knowledge of the alphabet, phonemic 
awareness, oral reading fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension, were widely 
accepted, with consequent implications for publication of teaching resource materials 
and assessment tools.  

Formal testing in the United States of America (USA) increased dramatically in the 
last 25 years as a consequence of evidence driven policy making.  Domains of reading 
identified as essential for development of early reading in USA are phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and reading comprehension.  Consequently, 
most of the early reading assessment methods recently developed for early years (K-
3) are focused on these five domains. However, particular domains assessed vary with 
the grade level. While teachers of Kindergarten are most likely to use assessment 
tools relevant to the first three domains, Grade 1 teachers assess across all five 
domains, and teachers of Grades 2 and 3 focus on the last three domains. 
Assessment generally appears to fall across three levels of assessment operation:  

 

State  used to benchmark student performance  

 

District / Schools / Grade  used to assess specific content and skills at certain 
grade or level  

 

Classroom  more specific to content and skills, and used to inform 
continuous and formative assessment practices  

In the United States, Pearson, Sensale, Vyas & Kim, (1999) indicated that the number 
of reading assessments available overwhelms many teachers. Of the large number of 
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tests reviewed, the actual skills assessed were word knowledge (in 50 percent), sound 
and symbol (in 65 percent), literacy and language concepts (in 90 percent) and 
reading comprehension ( in 24 percent cases). Pearson et al. also found that in 
comparison to the previous decade, individual administration of tests increased from 
18 percent to 52 percent In addition, the emphasis on sound symbol correspondence 
shifted dramatically toward language and literacy concepts. It was suggested that 
these changes could be due to the growing influence of the Marie Clay Observation 
Survey (1993) and assessment methods used in Reading Recovery.  

Of non commercial assessments used in the same time period, 70 percent were 
designed for individual administration and 47 percent were based on observation. The 
stated major disadvantage of non-commercial measures was that they were less likely 
to include evidence of psychometric reliability and validity. In addition, non-
commercial measures usually had fewer guidelines for administering, recording, and 
interpreting the results information. The US perspective has been reflected in 
Australia in these first years of this century.  

Australia-wide literacy policies have focused on improving the skills necessary for 
literacy at a national level so that every student should be able to read, write, spell and 
communicate at an appropriate level (MCEETYA, 1999). However, the appropriate 
level has not been operationally defined. The aims of the Adelaide Declaration of 
National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-first Century (MCEETYA, 1999) have 
been complemented more recently by the COAG National Reform Agenda 
(MCEETYA, 2007), which further identified a policy direction to seek a greater 
national consistency in schooling (Department of Premier of Cabinet, 2007). In 2005, 
the Committee for the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (NITL) 
recommended a program for nationally consistent assessments on entry to school be 
undertaken for every child in Australia, particularly emphasising the regular 
monitoring of decoding skills and word reading accuracy (DEST, 2005). In addition, 
NITL extended pre-existing literacy foci to include direct systematic instruction in 
phonics during the early years of schooling and beginning reading. Thus, the role of 
phonics and its instruction was viewed as critical, being an essential foundation for 
teaching children to read. Without it, children s literacy progress can be significantly 
impeded and consequently negatively affect other areas of literacy such as reading 
accuracy, fluency, writing, spelling and comprehension. As with the US perspective, 
the National Inquiry found that a whole-language approach to the teaching of reading 
was not in the best interests of children in the first three years of school. It was 
proposed that students learned most effectively when teachers adopted an integrated 
approach to reading that explicitly teaches the essential capabilities underpinning 
English literacy; namely phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and 
comprehension. In Victoria, the University of Melbourne project with the Catholic 
Education Office (Melbourne) has also demonstrated the power of the use of data and 
targeted intervention (Griffin, et al. 2006) and made explicit what it means to target 
intervention at a developmental level of literacy. An integrated approach is important 
and especially effective when coupled with targeted intervention. 

1.1.1 Commonwealth Calls for National Assessment

 

The NITL Report referred to above (DEST, 2005) made it clear that in addition to 
participation in external state-wide monitoring assessments of students achievements 
in literacy and numeracy, schools and teachers use a variety of assessment methods. 
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During the early years (i.e., the first three years of schooling), assessment methods for 
reading range from: no formal assessment; descriptive observations; running-records; 
teacher-designed, class-based assessments of word-recognition and comprehension; to 
commercially available, age-stage standardised tests. The Committee found that many 
teachers do not use (and are not aware of) objective, standardised diagnostic tests that 
assess the essential alphabetic, decoding skills required for reading proficiency (p. 
11). In summary remarks, they called for assessment of reading in the early years to 
be linked to formal assessments of reading undertaken during the subsequent years of 
schooling.  

The report highlighted the multiple functions of assessment to diagnose and remediate 
core skills; to measure growth and monitor progress; and to provide feedback to all 
stakeholders. The Committee also recognised the developmental nature of reading 
literacy achievement, and called for assessment tools to be used that are based on this 
recognition. Specific recommendations relevant to the current report were that:  

 

nationally consistent assessments on-entry to school be undertaken 
for every child, including regular monitoring of decoding skills and 
word reading accuracy using objective testing of specific skills, 
and that these linked to future assessments;  

 

education authorities and schools be responsible for the 
measurement of individual progress in literacy by regularly 
monitoring the development of each child and reporting progress 
twice each year for the first three years of schooling; and  

 

the Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 national literacy testing program be 
refocused to make available diagnostic information on individual 
student performance, to assist teachers to plan the most effective 
teaching strategies. 

(DEST, 2005, p. 23)  

1.1.1.1 National policies and programs 

100 Children go to School (1996-1998) 
- Hill, Comber, Louden, Rivalland & Reid (1998) 
- Literacy project prepared for the Department of Employment, 

Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA) 
- Aimed to provide a summary of research on early literacy, map pre-

school experiences of programs and activities, and provide measurable 
outcomes of a sample group of children s literacy experiences in the 
year prior to school and the first year of school. 

- Teachers and students were found to produce many measurable 
improvements in literacy learning in the first few terms of school and 
many became independent readers within the first year of school. 

- Highlighted complexity of early literacy development and pedagogy.  

National Literacy and Numeracy Plan (1997) 
- Coordinated approach by the Australian Government and States and 

Territories to improve literacy and numeracy standards 
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- National goals in schooling in existence for ten years, but only in 1997 
was a specific Literacy target formulated:  

 
That every child leaving primary school should be numerate, 
and be able to read, write and spell at an appropriate level. 

 
Every child commencing school from 1998 will achieve a 
minimum acceptable standard within four years. 

- Focus on the vital early years of schooling which provides children 
with the necessary foundation blocks for developing appropriate 
literacy and numeracy skills. The National Plan states that all children 
will be assessed by their teachers in their first year of schooling. This 
will enable action to be taken so that every child's literacy needs are 
addressed and early intervention provided for those students having 
difficulty.  

National Literacy Action Plan (NLAP; 1998) 
- Informed by the 100 Children go to School Project 
- From 1999, all children entering school are to be assessed by teachers 

to determine their literacy and numeracy needs and initial assessment 
plans should be developed to assist all students to progress towards 
literacy and numeracy goals. 

- Previously, no clear, comparable data obtained on student attainment 
in literacy. From 1999, National Report initiated the reporting of 
performance in literacy, beginning with data on Year 3 Reading in all 
states and territories.  

Adelaide Declaration of National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-
First Century (1999) 

- Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 
Affairs (MCEETYA, 1999)  

- Endorsed new set of National Schooling Goals. 
- Objectives to raise standards of learning across curriculum, ensure 

schools can meet educational needs of all students, improve student 
transition from school to work and further education. 

- Focus on learning outcomes of students rather than strategies and 
processes of education providers. 

- Consensus between Commonwealth and States. 
- Focus on student achievement in six areas: literacy, numeracy, science, 

IT, vocational ed/training, student participation, retention and 
completion.  

National Assessment Program (NAP) 
( http://www.mceetya.edu.au/mceetya/default.asp?id=16358 ) 

- Continuing program of assessments to monitor progress; collects, 
analyses and reports nationally comparable student achievement data 
in relation to the National Goals for Schooling in five areas: 

http://www.mceetya.edu.au/mceetya/default.asp?id=16358
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- Literacy, numeracy, science, civics/citizenship, 
information/communication technology. 

- National benchmarks for literacy and numeracy devised  minimum 
standards expected for students at different levels of schooling across 
domains. 

- Annual assessment of all students (government & non-government 
schools, every state & territory) in Years 3, 5, 7, 9.  

National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (NITL; 2005) 
( http://www.dest.gov.au/nitl/ ) 

- Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST; 2005); a 
broad, independent examination of reading research, teacher 
preparation and practices for the teaching of literacy, particularly 
reading. 

- Direct systematic instruction in phonics during early years of schooling 
found to be essential foundation for teaching children to read, 
regardless of reading difficulties. 

- Children learn best when teachers adopt an integrated approach to 
reading, including: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocab 
knowledge, and comprehension. 

- Whole language approach versus phonics. Whole language approach 
on its own was not in best interests of all children, but especially not 
for those with reading difficulties. 

- Literacy progress significantly impeded when no systematic phonics 
instruction in classroom. 

- Inquiry came to opinion that assessment of all children both at school 
entry and regularly throughout early years of schooling is critical to 
teaching reading and identifying literacy development and at-risk 
children.  

- Identified need for nationally consistent assessments on-entry to school 
for all children and should specifically assess: auditory processing, 
speech and language, fine and gross motor coordination skills, letter 
identification, and letter-sound correspondences (phonics).  

Perhaps the alarming thing about these national calls for action is the consistency 
of the theme and the regularity of the same message. Teachers need support in 
literacy assessment and the early years assessment needs to be linked to the later 
years assessments. Also consistent was the advice that phonics and decoding skills 
need to be linked to reading comprehension approaches.  

1.1.2 Victorian Calls for Assessment

 

National Reform Agenda (2007) 
( www.dpc.vic.gov.au ) 

- Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC, 2007) 
- In April 2007, the Government released Victoria's Plan to Improve 

Outcomes in Literacy and Numeracy under the COAG National 
Reform Agenda. 

http://www.dest.gov.au/nitl/
http://www.dpc.vic.gov.au
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- Aimed to increase the proportion of young people meeting basic 
literacy and numeracy standards and improve overall levels of 
achievement 

- Progress Measures: Years 3, 5, 7 proportion of students achieving  at 
or above the minimum benchmark standard and proficient standard 

- All Victorian government schools required to collect data on the 
number of students reading at the benchmark level for Prep to Year 2. 
Used to: 1) assess school performance in reading from P-2; 2) inform 
school based planning; 3) report to school community via annual 
reporting. 

- SEA Kit made available to all schools to allow teachers to assess new 
students on their transition to school  three tasks: oral language, 
emergent concepts about print, and numeracy. 

- VELS: for schools to report student progress against minimum 
acceptable standards in English.  

In the context of the Australian Government s National Reform Agenda (2007), 
Victoria s plan to improve literacy skills focuses on an integrated reform approach. 
The aim of this approach is for literacy to be delivered in both a universal and targeted 
manner that is more comprehensive and on a much greater scale than previous 
programs (DPC, 2007). As well as recommending an integrated school entry 
assessment for literacy and numeracy, Victoria is developing a whole of school 
approach to the teaching of literacy, which is particularly pertinent in the earlier 
stages of schooling where students acquire and develop fundamental literacy skills 
vital to success in school and life in general. The whole-school approach has been 
utilised in state-wide literacy programs, including the Department of Education and  
Training s Early Years Literacy Program (DET, 2004) implemented in Victorian 
government schools, and the Children s Literacy Success Strategy (Crevola & Hill, 
2005) implemented in Victorian Catholic schools. Explicit literacy teaching strategies 
were to focus on five skill areas: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary 
knowledge, and text comprehension. These five components are also reflected at an 
Australia-wide level in the National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy (DEST, 
2005) and are furthermore, commensurate with current policies in the USA.   

1.1.2.1 Victorian State policies and programs 

Prep entry assessment  
( http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/prepent.htm

 

 last updated, Feb 2003) 
- Developed within the context of the National Literacy Action Plan, 

which stated that, from 1999, all children entering school are to be 
assessed by teachers to determine their literacy and numeracy needs 
and initial assessment plans should be developed to assist all students 
to progress towards literacy and numeracy goals. 

- Department of Education, Employment and Training, Victoria, 
committed to assessing students on entry to school to determine 
literacy and numeracy needs.  

- Identify students at risk of not reaching the Literacy and Numeracy 
benchmark standards by early in Year 3.   

http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/prepent.htm
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- The most appropriate assessment tasks in literacy and numeracy are 
those that reflect identified skills and developmental stages as outlined 
in the Curriculum and Standards Framework and the Early Years 
Literacy and Numeracy Programs. 

- Standardised assessment procedures consist of a number of tasks 
designed to gather information relevant to particular purposes.  Some 
are screening procedures that serve to alert teachers to the need for 
further observation of particular aspects of a student s learning.  
Standardised assessment procedures suitable for Prep students include: 

1) School Entry Assessment Kit (1999)    
(http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/docs/SEA%20guide.doc) 

 

Concepts About Print (Clay, 2002)  responding to print tasks 
that assess emergent literacy  

 

Checkout  a supermarket game that assesses number skills 

 

Tell Me 

 

a story retelling task that assesses oral language 
The tasks that comprise the School Entry Assessment can be completed 
in any order.  It is suggested that teachers begin to administer tasks 
with individual students as soon as students have settled into the 
routine of school.  For some students this will be within a week or two 
of starting school; for others it will be further into the term. 

2) The Record of Oral Language (Clay, et al., 1983). 
3) Auditory Processing Assessment Kit (Royal Children's Hospital, Victoria, 

2001) The child is asked to repeat certain numbers and letters that are read 
to them in order to assess how well the child remembers and reproduces 
what he or she has heard. 

Early Literacy Research Project (ELRP; 1996-1998) 
(http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/research.htm Page last updated June 2004) 

- Hill & Crevola, 1999.  
- Joint initiative of Department of Education, Employment and Training 

(DEET) and The University of Melbourne.  
- Aimed at maximising literacy achievements of at risk students in 

early years of schooling. Refinement, implementation and evaluation 
of a whole-school design. Data collected in 27 trial schools. 

- Initiated development of a whole-school design approach to teaching 
literacy and maximising literacy achievement in early years of 
schooling. 

- Proposed specific structure of literacy blocks and related professional 
development to guide and enhance teaching and strategies.  

Early Years Literacy Program (1997)  
(http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/lit/classrom.htm Page last updated June 2004) 

- Informed by the ELRP (DET, 2004), and implemented in all Victorian 
Government schools in 2000. 

- Resource for schools that assists them to plan for a strategic and 
comprehensive approach to early literacy achievement in the first five 
years of schooling (Prep to Year 4). 

- Schools provide an uninterrupted two-hour literacy block, consisting of 
one hour of reading and one hour of writing. The teaching of Speaking 

http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/docs/SEA%20guide.doc
http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/research.htm
http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/lit/classrom.htm
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and Listening is overlaid on the teaching approaches identified for 
Reading and Writing within the two-hour literacy block. 

- A range of assessment strategies are recommended to enable the 
continuous assessment of students. For example, Running Records are 
used on a regular basis to record reading behaviour as it occurs. 

- Includes a process for additional assistance to complement and support 
the classroom program; for example, Reading Recovery is 
recommended for intervention at Grade 1 level. 

- Accountability: Statewide Minimum Standards for Reading 
(http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/lit/account.htm  Page last updated June 2004) 

 

80% of students reading unseen texts with 90% accuracy at or 
above text level one by the end of their first year of schooling  

 

100% of students reading unseen texts with 90% accuracy at or 
above text level five by the end of their second year of 
schooling  (Text levels are based on Reading Recovery text 
levelling)   

Children s Literacy Success Strategy (CLaSS; 1998) 
- Crevola and Hill, 2005. 
- Catholic Education Commission of Victoria (CECV) and Faculty of 

Education, University of Melbourne, supported with funding by the 
Australian Government through Literacy Advance strategy. 

- Main ideas arose from ELRP, 1996 (mentioned above)  which 
concerned government primary schools in Victoria. 

- Strengthening foundations of literacy learning in early years of 
schooling, P-2, especially for children at-risk of not achieving success. 

- Underpinned by belief that it is essential for all students to achieve 
success in literacy within their first three years of schooling. 

- General design for school improvement of literacy teaching through 
systematic and consistent design and structure. 

- Draws on range of structured assessments and proven teaching 
strategies in order to establish starting points for teaching (Running 
Records Observation survey of Early Literacy Achievement, Clay; 
Record of Oral Language, Clay; Burt Word Reading Test; tested at 
start and end of Prep - Grade 1, and at-risk students in Grade 2). 

- Diagnostic information used to drive classroom teaching programs.   

Curriculum and Standards Framework II (CSF; 2000) 
(http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/prep10/csf/aboutcsf2.html ) 

- The Curriculum and Standards Framework (VCAA, 2000) describes 
what students should know and be able to do in eight key areas of 
learning at regular intervals from the Preparatory Year to Year 10. It 
provides sufficient detail for schools and the community to be clear 
about the major elements of the curriculum and the standards expected 
of successful learners.  

- English, as one of the eight key areas, incorporates three strands:  

 

Reading  

 

Writing  

http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/eys/lit/account.htm
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/prep10/csf/aboutcsf2.html
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Speaking and Listening  

- Six levels of student achievement relate to each strand for the eleven 
years of schooling. The six levels are associated broadly with the years 
of schooling from Preparatory to Year 10 as follows:  

 
Level 1  End of Preparatory Year  

 

Level 2  End of Year 2  

 

Level 3  End of Year 4  

 

Level 4  End of Year 6  

 

Level 5 

 

End of Year 8  

 

Level 6  End of Year 10  

- The CSF also makes clear references to national literacy and numeracy 
benchmarks.  
NOTE: National literacy benchmarks focus on three domains, Reading, 
Writing, Spelling; not Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening. 

- Students are monitored against the CSF through the Achievement 
Improvement Monitor (AIM) from Grade 3 onward, and in reading 
against benchmark text levels at Prep to Grades 1 and 2.  

Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS; 2006) 
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au

  

- Curriculum for all Victorian schools based on pre-existing CSF. 
- Revisions to the English domain create a more explicit link between 

English and Literacy. Literary texts are identified as a primary focus 
for the study of English. There are also more specific guidelines for the 
development of grammatical and literacy skills to prepare students for 
the demands of the post-compulsory years and the world of work. 

- English domain = Reading, Writing, Speaking & Listening. 
- English Standards and Progression Points 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/assessment/ppoint/eng/index.html

       

1.2 English Literacy and Assessment: Terminology  

1.2.1 Reading Comprehension

 

Reading comprehension is the ability to construct linguistic meaning from written 
representations of language; it can be extended to the translating of text into speech, 
and the ability to understand spoken language. Successful reading comprehension 
requires both the skills of language comprehension and decoding.   

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/assessment/ppoint/eng/index.html
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Language comprehension (ability to construct meaning from spoken 
representation): 

 
Linguistic knowledge (knowledge of formal structure of the language) 

 
Phonology( knowledge of sound structure of   the language) 

 
Semantics (morphemes, morphemes into words, words into sentence, 
sentences into discourse) 

 
Syntax (rules of language) 

 

Background knowledge (substance on which language operates)   

 

Decoding (ability to recognise written representations of words) 

 

Cipher knowledge (systematic relationship between written and spoken 
words)  

 

Concepts about the print  knowing that the printed word carries a 
linguistic meaning, that there is correspondence between printed and 
spoken words, and that text in English runs left to right and top to 
bottom on the page 

 

Letter knowledge  knowledge of the units of the written word (ability 
to recognise and manipulate units of the writing system  letters) 

 

Phoneme awareness  knowledge of the units of the spoken word 
(ability to recognise and manipulate abstract units that underlie sounds 
 phonemes)  

 

Lexical knowledge (exceptions  unique relationships); recognise and 
correctly pronounce irregular words  

It can be concluded from this that there is, within the Victorian approach, an 
assumption that the ability to decode text is based on the understanding of concepts 
about print, letter knowledge, knowledge that letters in the written word represent 
phonemes (alphabetical knowledge), knowledge that spoken words are made of 
phonemes, and ability to bring these elements together to decipher regular words.   

1.2.2 Assessment Strategies 

 

1.2.2.1 Reading accuracy assessment  
In an assessment of reading accuracy, the child is asked to read aloud a passage of 
text. The mistakes that the child makes are recorded and analysed to evaluate the 
child s decoding strategies (the process is typically referred to as Running Records). 
Problematic features of the technique include the possibility that children can attempt 
to guess words based on the context, or based on clues provided by pictures; or the 
words can be in a child s sight vocabulary. It is interesting that this is the precise 
approach taken by the Danish Mathematician, Georg Rasch, when he was developing 
scholarship tests for children based in reading ability. From records of the errors made 
by children in reading accuracy test he developed the item response model known as 
the Rasch model that dominates test development and calibration. At this stage no 
attempts have been made to calibrate the error patterns in the early years

 

development of reading accuracy, nor have there been attempts to link these to the 
reading comprehension assessments in the Year 3 tests (which are scaled using the 
Rasch Model). It shows that such a calibration is possible if it is properly controlled 
and the rules of scoring and recording can be established.  
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1.2.2.2 Reading comprehension assessment  
In these assessments, the child is asked to read a passage of text that is matched to age 
(grade) expectations and then asked questions about the content of the text. It should 
be noted that when children read out aloud (orally), they tend to concentrate on 
reading accuracy rather than paying attention to content. Questions may vary in order 
to elicit:  

 

Direct information (explicit questions) 

 

Information that the child needs to infer (inferential questions) 

 

Child s ability to retell the story 

 

Words that are omitted from the passage that the child is asked to 
provide.  

1.2.2.3 Decoding assessments (Accuracy of Word Recognition) 
While reading accuracy is one form of decoding skills assessment, other tests 
determine children s ability to read words out of context or nonsense words. Children 
can be tested on accuracy, fluency, and level. Levelled lists of words are provided by 
many publishers such that children can be assessed on their ability to decode words of 
varying difficulties.   

1.2.2.4 Cipher knowledge assessment 
Cipher knowledge refers to a set of conventions that loosely govern English spelling 
and pronunciation. To be able to decode words children need an implicit 
understanding of those conventions. Assessment strategies include asking a child to 
sound out unfamiliar words, or to read a list of nonsense words that are spelled 
phonetically. For young children letter/sound knowledge can be tested. 

Concepts about print  
Recognising and understanding the mechanics: Top/bottom, left /right, 
individual words on the page corresponding to individual spoken words; 
assessment of how the child holds the book; does the child know where/what 
the cover is? title? punctuation? 

Letter knowledge  
Refers to the knowledge that written words are made up of letters. One way to 
assess letter knowledge is presenting a child with a letter and asking the child 
to name it. In addition, a child can be asked to distinguish between upper and 
lower case letters and to separate letters into vowels and consonants. 

Phoneme awareness 
The phoneme is one of the most basic building blocks of the speech. Phoneme 
awareness belongs under the phonological awareness umbrella. Phonological 
awareness tests a child s knowledge that words are made of sounds, while 
phoneme awareness tests the child s knowledge that words are made of 
phonemes. So to test phonological awareness, one could ask a child to rhyme 
the words or to produce the words that start with the same sound or child s 
ability to match words based on alliteration. Furthermore, one can assess the 
child s ability to compare word length (e.g. PIE/SPY). Another test of 
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phonological awareness involves the child s ability to break spoken words into 
parts; this is referred to as segmentation, the breaking of compound words into 
smaller units, then segmenting words into syllables. The opposite of 
segmentation is blending. Both processes can be used to test phoneme 
awareness. Similarly, a child can be asked to count the number of phonemes in 
a word, delete or add a phoneme in the word, or identify the same phonemes 
in different words. From blending, to segmentation, to phoneme addition, and 
to deletion and manipulation, the processes become more complex. 

Alphabetic principles  
Spoken words are made of phonemes and written words are made of letters. 
However, knowledge of these two things is not sufficient for developing good 
decoding skills. Knowledge of the alphabetic principle refers to an 
understanding that the letters in written words represent the phonemes in 
spoken words. The child s understanding of the alphabetical principles can be 
assessed by asking a child to write the words that one dictates; or at younger 
ages, using visual discrimination, the child can be asked to select the word 
from a line of text that the teacher is saying.  

1.2.2.5 Lexical knowledge assessment  
To assess the child s ability to read irregular words correctly, assessment can use 
levelled lists of irregular words or the child can be asked to find a word from a set that 
does not belong with the others. Also, tests of irregular word reading can require the 
child to match pairs of words that have the same letter sounds.  

1.2.2.6 Linguistic knowledge assessment 
Linguistic knowledge refers to the mechanics of the language structure including 
phonology, semantics, and syntax. 

Phonology 
In order to understand speech, the child must be able to clearly hear, 
distinguish, and categorise phonemes within speech. The most common 
assessment for phonology involves discriminating between two words that 
sound similar. The teacher reads pairs of words that sound similar or are the 
same, and the child decides if they are the same word or different. Words that 
differ should only differ by one phoneme that is similar i.e. f and th or s and 
sh. In addition, the location of the difference within the words should be 
varied.  

Semantics 
Semantics is a general term and can be applied to the meaning of word parts, 
whole words, sentences, and discourse. To understand language, the child 
must understand the meaning of the word parts (morphology), meaning of the 
individual words (vocabulary), and that those words are arranged in phrases, 
sentences, and discourse in meaningful ways. There are several ways to assess 
semantics at each of these levels; however, if the child is expected to read the 
items, the test once again becomes more of a decoding test than a test of 
semantics. Therefore, one type of assessment consists of asking the child to 
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match pictures with a word to test the child s vocabulary. In order to test 
semantics on a higher level, one may ask the child to arrange a series of 
pictures to reflect a logical sequence of events. Another common assessment 
involves asking a child to provide a word that best matches a definition, or 
alternatively select a word that does not belong in a group of words. The child 
may also be asked to provide a synonym or an antonym for words.  

Morphology assessment involves asking a child to describe how a word s 
meaning changes as parts of the words are changed, break compound words 
into their component parts, describe the meaning of words with similar parts, 
or describe what happens to a word when affixes are added. Semantics 
assessment at a higher level should involve recognising words in sentences, or 
sentences themselves, that do not make sense; this can be seen as the ability to 
recognise logical inconsistencies.  

Syntax  
Knowing the rules regarding how words can be combined to form sentences, 
and understanding of the rules of sentence structure and phrasing are essential 
to comprehension. In order to test syntax, the child can be asked to identify 
spoken sentences that are syntactically incorrect, or the child can be presented 
with a sentence that has one word omitted; the child is asked to suggest the 
words that could fill the blanks. Another assessment of syntax involves the 
child s ability to combine simple sentences into complex sentences; and 
adding words into a simple sentence to form a more complex sentence. A 
child s syntax can be tested through a test of ability to change tense and 
modifiers of sentences (Wren, 2001).   

1.2.3 English Literacy Skills to be Assessed

 

According to VELS, the English skills assessed from Prep through to end of Grade 2 
are, in terms of reading, comprised primarily of decoding and word recognition. It is 
not until Grade 3 that students are required to comprehend the meaning of texts and 
interpret what they read, as well as use inference and prediction while reading. This 
difference is reflected in the formal assessment tasks, which at VELS Levels 1 and 2 
(Prep  Grade 2) are solely comprised of Running Records obtained through students 
reading levelled texts out aloud. The transition into Grade 3 however, requires the 
completion of the Achievement Improvement Monitor (AIM), in which the Reading 
domain is predominantly focussed on reading comprehension via multiple-choice 
style questions with an accompanying text and graphic prompts. Table 1 organises 
Skills, Formative Assessment Approaches, Formal Assessments, task Dimensions, 
and Learning Foci across the broad strands of Reading, Writing, and Speaking and 
Listening for VELS 1, 2 and 3. This structuring clearly demonstrates the demarcation.
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Table 1. VELS Levels 1 to 3 and Skills Across Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening  

VELS 
Level  

Reading Writing Speaking & Listening 

VELS
1 

Prep 

Skills 

 
Match print-spoken text 

 

Sound-letter relationships 

 

Read aloud simple texts 

 

Common word recognition 

 

Read left-right, top-bottom, return 
sweep 

 

Gain meanings from title & pictures 

 

Gain meaning from words, letters, 
sounds 

   

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl1.pdf (Revised edition 
December 2005; page updated 19 March, 
2007) 

 
Use letters, groups of letters and simple 
punctuation (full stops, capitals) 

 

Aware of relation between letters and 
sounds when spelling 

 

Write simple text about 
familiar/personal topics 

 

Form letters correctly 

 

Use range of writing 
implements/software 

   

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl1.pdf (Revised edition 
December 2005; page updated 19 March, 
2007) 

 
Use spoken language appropriately in 
variety of contexts 

 

Ask and answer simple questions to get 
information and clarification and self-
correct by rephrasing 

 

Contribute relevant ideas during group 
discussions 

 

Sequence main events/ideas in speech, 
speak coherently, at appropriate volume 
and pace 

 

Follow simple instructions 

 

Read texts out loud 
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl1.pdf (Revised edition 
December 2005; page updated 19 March, 
2007) 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl1.pdf
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl1.pdf
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl1.pdf
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VELS 
Level  

Reading Writing Speaking & Listening 

VELS
1 

Prep 

Assess 

  
Tell Me

 
- description of an assessment 

task based on student's retelling of  texts 
read to them.  

 

Concepts About Print (part of the 
Observation Survey - Clay) - description 
of the tasks from the observation survey of 
early literacy achievement that focus on 
the knowledge students have about written 
language.  

 

Writing vocabulary assessment task & 
Hearing and recording sounds in words

 

(part of the Observation Survey - Clay) - 
describes two of the tasks from the 
observation survey of early literacy 
achievement: students writing down words 
that they know and writing words dictated 
to them.  

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearn
ing/teachingresources/english/literacy

      

Formal
Assess 

Running records 

  

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearn
ing/teachingresources/english/literacy
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VELS 
Level  

Reading Writing Speaking & Listening 

VELS
2 

Gr 1-2 

Dimen-
sions 

The Reading dimension involves students 
understanding, interpreting, critically 
analysing, reflecting upon, and enjoying 
written and visual, print and nonprint 
texts. It encompasses reading and viewing a 
wide range of texts and media, including 
literary texts such as novels, short stories, 
poetry and plays as well as popular fiction and 
non-fiction works, newspapers and 
magazines, illustrations, posters and charts, 
film and television and the texts associated 
with information and communications 
technology. Reading involves active 
engagement with texts and the development 
of knowledge about the 
relationship between them and the contexts in 
which they are created. It also involves the 
development of knowledge about a range of 
strategies for reading. 
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_st
andards/velsrevlvl2.pdf (Revised Edition 
December 2005; page updated March 19, 
2007) 

The Writing dimension involves students in 
the active process of conceiving, 
planning, composing, editing and publishing a 
range of texts including writing for print and 
electronic media and performance. Writing 
involves using appropriate language for 
particular purposes or occasions, both formal 
and informal, to express and represent ideas, 
issues, arguments, events, experience, 
character, emotion and information and to 
reflect on such ideas. It involves the 
development of knowledge about strategies 
for writing and the conventions of Standard 
Australian English. Students develop a 
metalanguage to discuss language 
conventions and use. 

 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf (Revised Edition 
December 2005; page updated March 19, 
2007) 

Speaking and listening: This dimension refers 
to the various formal and informal ways oral 
language is used to convey and receive 
meaning. It involves the development and 
demonstration of knowledge about the 
appropriate oral language for particular 
audiences and occasions, including body 
language and voice. It also involves the 
development of active-listening strategies and 
an understanding of the conventions of 
different spoken texts including everyday 
communication, group discussion, formal 
presentations and speeches, storytelling and 
negotiating. 

 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf (Revised Edition 
December 2005; page updated March 19, 
2007) 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_st
andards/velsrevlvl2.pdf
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf
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VELS 
Level  

Reading Writing Speaking & Listening 

 
Lear-
ning 
focus 

Students work towards independence in 
reading short texts with familiar ideas 
and information, some illustrations, 
predictable structures, uncomplicated 
sentences, a variety of tenses and a small 
amount of unfamiliar vocabulary. These 
include imaginative texts such as stories and 
poems, everyday texts and informative texts 
in print and electronic form. They develop 
strategies for reading texts, for example 
predicting meanings using semantic, syntactic 
and graphophonic cues. They learn to self-
correct when reading aloud. They read and 
retell ideas in sequence using unfamiliar 
vocabulary and phrases from the text. They 
comment and act upon information. Students 
engage in individual, small group and teacher-
directed activities in which they read a variety 
of texts and explore the wide range of 
purposes, contexts and audiences for which 
texts are produced. They learn to recognise 
that texts are constructed by authors, and 
distinguish between texts that represent real 
and imaginary experience. Through class 
discussions they consider the opinions and 
viewpoints of others and become aware that 
there are different interpretations of texts. 
They begin to connect the themes and ideas in 
texts to their own knowledge and experience. 
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf (Revised Edition 
December 2005; page updated March 19, 
2007) 

Students write short texts that include several 
related ideas in sequence, 
and, where relevant, combine writing with 
drawing or computer graphics. They 
experiment with more complex grammatical 
features, such as ways of linking ideas in 
sentences using pronouns, conjunctions and 
adverbial phrases indicating time and place. 
They begin to spell frequently used words 
accurately (for example, come, going, like), 
most words of one syllable with regular 
spelling (for example, sharp, thick, star), and 
some two-syllable words with 
regular spelling (for example, sunny, playing). 
They learn to use capital letters, 
full stops and question marks correctly. They 
learn strategies for planning, 
composing, revising and editing their writing. 
They begin to expand their 
vocabulary and use resources such as 
dictionaries and spell-checking software. 
They experiment with written and electronic 
publishing options. When handwriting, they 
practice correct letter formation. 

 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf

 

(Revised Edition 
December 2005; page updated March 19, 
2007) 

 
In planned and spontaneous activities, 
students explore the structures and 
features of language in spoken texts. They 
become increasingly aware of how and why 
their own speaking needs to be varied to suit 
different situations and audiences. Students 
focus on organising their ideas to make 
themselves understood and, with guidance, 
develop strategies to improve oral 
presentations, for example, by varying volume 
and pace. Students practise the skills of being 
attentive listeners in a wider range of 
contexts. They listen to spoken texts that deal 
with familiar ideas and 
information, recall some of the main ideas and 
information presented, and use questions to 
clarify meaning. They listen to and interpret 
texts such as serialised readings or films. 

 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf (Revised Edition 
December 2005; page updated March 19, 
2007) 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/downloads/vels_sta
ndards/velsrevlvl2.pdf
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VELS 
Level  

Reading Writing Speaking & Listening 

 
Assess Running Records 

  
VELS

2 
3,4 

 
At Level 2, students read independently and 
respond to short imaginative and informative 
texts with familiar ideas and information, 
predictable structures, and a small amount of 
unfamiliar vocabulary. They match sounds 
accurately to a range of letters, letter clusters 
and patterns, and work out the meaning of 
unfamiliar phrases and words in context. They 
locate directly stated information, retell ideas 
in sequence using vocabulary and phrases 
from the text, and interpret labelled diagrams. 
They predict plausible endings for stories and 
infer characters feelings. They self-correct 
when reading aloud and describe strategies 
used to gain meaning. They identify that texts 
are constructed by authors, and distinguish 
between texts that represent real and 
imaginary experience.  
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/essential/discipline/
english/level2.html (page updated 6 June, 
2007) 

At Level 2, students write short sequenced 
texts that include some related ideas about 
familiar topics. They write texts that convey 
ideas and information to known audiences. 
They select content, form and vocabulary 
depending on the purpose for writing, and 
describe the purpose and audience for their 
own and others writing. They use appropriate 
structures to achieve some organisation of the 
subject matter. They link ideas in a variety of 
ways using pronouns, conjunctions and 
adverbial phrases indicating time and place. 
They accurately spell frequently used words, 
and make use of known spelling patterns to 
make plausible attempts at spelling unfamiliar 
words. They use capital letters, full stops and 
question marks correctly. They reread their 
own writing and use a range of editing 
resources to revise and clarify meaning. They 
write upper- and lower-case letters legibly 
with consistent size, slope and spacing.  
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/essential/discipline/
english/level2.html (page updated 6 June, 
2007) 

At Level 2, students listen to and produce 
spoken texts that deal with familiar ideas and 
information. They demonstrate, usually in 
informal situations, that they are able to speak 
clearly using simple utterances and basic 
vocabulary. They organise spoken texts using 
simple features to signal beginnings and 
endings. They vary volume and intonation 
patterns to add emphasis. They contribute to 
group activities by making relevant comments 
and asking clarifying questions to facilitate 
communication. After listening to short live or 
recorded presentations, they recall some of the 
main ideas and information presented. They 
listen to others and respond appropriately to 
what has been said.  
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/essential/discipline/
english/level2.html (page updated 6 June, 
2007) 

 

Formal 
assess 

AIM 

   

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/essential/discipline/
english/level2.html
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/essential/discipline/
english/level2.html
http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/essential/discipline/
english/level2.html


26 

1.3 Informing the argument  

The inconsistency between presumed levels of English ability on assessment at VELS 
Levels 1 and 2 to VELS Level 3, establishes a major stimulus for the call for an 
assessment approach that will indicate student English skill levels on a continuum 
across these levels. The evidence brought to bear for the argument of inconsistency, 
lies in part in the data shown in Table 2.   

Table 2. Percentages of Victorian Students achieving VELS levels and National 
Benchmarks, 1999  2006.   

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

Prep 89.3 91.4 92.9 93.4 93.9 94.1 94.3 94.1 

Gr 1 98.7 99 99.1 99.3 99.5 99.5 99.4 99.4 

Gr 2 98.7 99.2 99.1 99.4 99.4 99.5 99.4 99.3 

Gr 3   89 92 90.3 90.5 91.7  

 

Note. Data derived from National Benchmarks data (accessed 12 June, 2007 
http://www.mceetya.edu.au/mceetya/anr/ )  

As can be seen for the cohorts progressing from Prep to Grade 3 across the years 1999 
to 2005, Grade 1 and 2 levels show consistent percentages of students achieving 
benchmarks, after scaling up from Prep from between 6 and 10 percent. At Grade 3 
level, each cohort drops back more in line with the Prep percentage levels. This pattern 
is consistent across the cohorts. Therefore, the question is what accounts for the 
discrepancy between Prep and Grade 1 levels, and between Grade 2 and Grade 3 
levels?  There are a number of possible explanations.  

1. The national benchmarks for Year 1 and 2 and for Year 3 are based on 
different criteria. 

2. The instruments used to establish the benchmarks are measuring different 
things. 

3. In terms of reading development there are three distinct populations being 
compared  Prep, Years 1 and 2 and Year 3.  

Any of all of these explanations would mean that the percentages are not comparable. 
Hence there is a need to develop consistent criteria on a common continuum which can 
be used to compare growth and benchmarks. In addition, there is a clear need to 
redevelop the measuring instruments for the three populations Prep, Years 1 and 2 and 
Year 3 so that they map onto the same continuum. Then direct comparisons of the 
benchmark figures would be meaningful.  

http://www.mceetya.edu.au/mceetya/anr/
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1.3.1 Language development

  
English literacy achievement and assessment needs to be viewed from the perspective 
of the rapid development of language in the first few years of life. From babbling at 
seven months, to three-word sentences between 2 and 3 years old, the entry-level Prep 
student is racing toward the form of adult speech. Their language development occurs 
in the context of social interaction and the child s interaction with the environment, 
and is influenced by cognitive, social and emotional development. Accompanying an 
increase in approximate vocabulary of 10 000 words in the first year of school, to 20 
000 words by their third year, a complex grammar, and an awareness of language itself 
develops. The VELS capabilities recognise recent approaches to literacy through the 
inclusion of listening and speaking as skills areas, as well as the traditional written 
language skills of reading and writing.  

Emergent literacy (Clay, 1991) is a term often used to describe early awareness of 
literacy, including understandings about conventions of print, such as left-right, top-
bottom, recognition of letters as indicators of sound, and understanding that 
combinations of letters form words. An important feature of the use of language in the 
first years of school lies in the shift of focus from learning to read to reading to 
learn  (Chall, 1996). This shift over the first three to four years of school has important 
implications for our assessment of English literacy learning and development.  

The following statement encapsulates the complexity of the development of literacy:  

Reading and writing are complex skills that involve the coordination of 
a number of individual skills. For expert readers, reading tends to be 
automatic, but for children the process is demanding and a little like 
solving a puzzle in code. Readers must simultaneously recognise the 
pattern of marks on the page as letters, decode individual letters as 
sounds, group strings of letters together to form new sounds, and check 
the word formed against their vocabulary  and that is just to read one 
word! As readers continue the process with subsequent words in a 
sentence, they must keep each word in their working memory so as to 
combine it with the other words in a meaningful way, and attend to 
punctuation to obtain clues about intonation and stress. It is little wonder 
that comprehension is often set aside as children tackle the complexities 
of decoding.

  

(Krause, Bochner & Duchesne, 2007, p. 28)  

Once reading and writing increase in automaticity, the purposes of English literacy 
activities become more diverse, widening to its functionality rather than focussing on 
its inherent constituents. Literacy becomes a tool.  

1.3.2 Predictive Relationships between Decoding Skills and Reading 
Comprehension

  

The degree to which decoding skills are predictive of later reading comprehension has 
been the subject of much debate. Since the whole word  approach fell into relative 
disfavour (Adams & Bruck, 1993), the swing toward decoding skills could be seen as 
the pendulum going too far. This has led to the call for a combined approach wherein 
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teachers provide systematic, direct and explicit phonics instruction . [and] equally, 
that teachers provide an integrated approach to reading that supports the development 
of oral language, vocabulary, grammar, reading fluency, comprehension and the 
literacies of new technologies (DEST, 2005, p. 19). Several researchers (e.g. Byrne, 
Freebody & Gates, 1992; Tunmer, Herriman, & Nesdale, 1988; Center, 2005) have 
drawn attention to the necessary but not sufficient condition of decoding skills 
contribution to comprehension. The controversies surrounding phonics approaches and 
whole word can be seen as a parallel with the discrepancies between assessment of 

decoding and assessment of reading comprehension. In both cases, there is a 
dissonance between segmentation and whole. How the links between the segments that 
contribute to the comprehending reader can be assessed, is a primary issue to be 
explored. How do children make the transition from a task that is intensively 
dependent on visual processing, to one in which semantics take priority? Assuming 
that early literacy development comprises broad overlapping stages (eg. Chall, 1996), 
how can these qualitatively different entities be assessed on the same dimension? 
There are literally hundreds of articles that support the importance of association of 
symbols and spellings and sounds for children s ability to read single words. In turn, 
the speed and accuracy with which children read single words predicts their ability to 
comprehend written text (Adams & Bruck, 1993). However, relative to the overall 
literacy task, learning to recognise individual words is a relatively small component.  

The assessment of English literacy in Victorian Government schools in Prep to Grade 
2 comprises assessment of these decoding skills. That these assessments might not 
predict individual development of English skills by Grade 3 is not surprising. The 
reasons for this are several: 

 

assuming that decoding skills are necessary but not sufficient , the additional 
variance that might predict later comprehension is not included in the 
prediction equations from decoding-based data 

 

sub-group variations in various decoding skills (eg. Byrne, Freebody & Gates, 
1992) may serve to obscure interactions between these skills in developmental 
trajectories, such that cohort-based statistical analyses do not reflect individual 
or sub-group links (Mehta, Foorman, Barnum-Martin, & Taylor, 2005) 

 

the various decoding skills develop from nonexistent to high or ceiling levels in 
childhood, leading to distributions of data that are highly variable, skewed, and 
unstable over time, leading to consequent lack of validity of parametric 
statistical methods (such as Pearson correlations and ANOVAs) (Paris, 2005). 
Examples of such distributions can be found across subtests of the 
Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP; Wagner, Torgeson, 
& Rashotte, 1999) and subtests of the Observation Survey of Early Literacy 
Achievement (Clay, 2002)1. 

 

conceptual constraints varying across reading skill components; for example, 
letter knowledge and phonics are highly constrained in scope given that there 
are only 26 letters, whereas phonemic awareness and reading fluency are less 
constrained, and vocabulary and reading comprehension even less so; these 
inequalities make the comparisons of data difficult when drawn from the 
different components 

                                                

 

1 all children will move toward perfect performance. This is not a prediction device  it yields 
information for instruction (Clay, 2002, p. 48). 
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developmental constraints across reading skill components, such that some 
skills are developed, for example, the sounds of a language, while others are 
acquired continually through the lifetime, for example, vocabulary; these 
differences again lead to uneven distributions of data which have implications 
for the kinds of statistical analyses and interpretations that are appropriate with 
each kind of skill. Between-subject differences in universally mastered skills 
are temporary rather than reflecting stable individual differences. For an 
excellent review of these issues, see Paris (2005).  

Correlations between decoding skills, such as early knowledge of the alphabet or 
phonemic awareness, with subsequent reading levels can be misleading. These 
relationships are transitory, characterising a narrow developmental period; as decoding 
skills are successively achieved, the correlations decrease (Mehta, et al., 2005).   

Errors in interpretation of predictive relationships from decoding to reading 
comprehension also occur due to proxy effects of other variables. The use of bivariate 
correlations, which ignore the contributions of other correlated skills or factors, is 
problematic in much research. For example, children s decoding skills from early in 
the Prep year may well be highly correlated with concurrent and future measures of 
reading achievement, but they are also all inter-correlated with one another and with 
many environmental variables (such as attendance at kindergarten, home environment, 
socio-economic status, etc.). An additional problem with the interpretation of 
correlations in this context is the attribution of causality. Reading faster may be 
associated with higher levels of comprehension, but one does not cause the other. Also, 
that individuals with higher reading comprehension skills can read faster than peers 
with lower comprehension skills does not inform the argument of whether reading 
faster improves comprehension. It seems very doubtful that this is the case.   

1.3.3 Assessment Practices Prep to Grade 2

 

In Victoria, Prep  Grade 2  students are assessed using Running Records (Clay, 2002) 
on benchmarked texts at different levels, several times each year. For formal 
Assessment of Reading record entry, children are assessed on unseen texts (eg. 
http://is.salkeiz.k12.or.us/StaffResources/Elem%20Lit/PrimLitAssessBookIntros.pdf) 
at the levels specified for each grade level, at the end of each year. The results are 
entered into the DoE School System Development Division database, such that total 
numbers meeting specific accuracy rates (eg. 100%, 90-99%, 80-89% 51-79%, < 50%) 
on texts at two difficulty levels are recorded 
(www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/standards/improve/aor.htm). In regard to the expectations of 
the VELS (2006) English domain, texts and language constitute the central and 
essential concepts. The concept of texts focuses equally on creating and analysing 
texts, understanding and interpreting texts, and moving beyond interpretation to 
reflection and critical analysis. The concept of language includes the use of language 
and the development of linguistic competence, and the development of knowledge 
about language. With this in mind, the following assessment approaches are suggested 
by the Department of Education to supplement the formal assessments by teachers. 

www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/english/literacy/

   

Tell Me / Retelling - description of an assessment task based on student's retelling 
of  texts read to them.  

http://is.salkeiz.k12.or.us/StaffResources/Elem%20Lit/PrimLitAssessBookIntros.pdf
http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/standards/improve/aor.htm
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/english/literacy/
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Record of Oral Language (Clay, et al., 1983)  observes two aspects of language: 
level sentences and diagnostic sentences that focus on a students control of 
language structures. The student is asked to listen and repeat increasingly complex 
sentences. Care needs to be taken when using the Record of Oral Language with 
students for whom English is a second language. 

 
An Observation Survey (Clay, 2002) 

 
Letter Identification   students are asked to identify 54 letters 
via alphabet response, letter-sound response, or beginning a 
word response; used in Prep only; the total score can be 
compared against four age ranges. Clay points out that these 
scores are sensitive to the specific instructional processes used 
in particular schools  for example, if teaching of letter-sound 
relationships is focussed upon, then children will tend to use this 
strategy for responding. 

 

Concepts About Print  description of tasks that focus on the 
knowledge students have about written language (see next 
Section).  

 

Writing Vocabulary task 

 

the child is asked to write as many 
words as possible  within set time period. Spelling errors cancel 
a word score. When a child can write more than 40-45 words 
the value of this score for predicting future changes in literacy 
learning diminishes  (p. 102). Clay states that this test is 
sensitive to the instructional techniques of the classroom. 

 

Hearing and Recording Sounds  one or two short sentences are 
dictated; children score if they represent the sounds in the words 
phonetically or correctly. 

 

Ready to Read  Word Reading task is based on a list of 15 
words systematically sampled from the 45 most frequently 
occurring words in the original 1966 Clay series of readers; the 
norms for this were updated in 2000. The task takes about two 
minutes; children read the 15 words from one of three alternate 
form lists. Given that this task is based on sampling from Clay s 
New Zealand materials, the norms developed would presumably 
not generalise to a context in which the same materials are not 
being used in classroom teaching. Although additional lists have 
been compiled (eg. The Canberra Word Test, The Ohio Word 
Test), Victorian schools appear to be using Clay s original word 
lists. The task is not an assessment of decoding skills but rather 
a test of student ability to recognise sight words. Decoding is a 
strategy that students can use on all words including one they 
have not seen before. Sight word reading is based on 
memorising images or some specific feature of the word. This 
assessment task does not discriminate well between better 
readers after one year of schooling, and does not assess reading 
ability if sight word vocabulary is beyond the level of early 
reading books.  

 

Running Records  text level normative information is not 
available in Clay (2002). Running Records is an observation of 
reading behaviour.  Records of reading strategies and mis-cues 
are taken while a student reads orally from a levelled text. The 
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student may attempt to decode the words by using background 
knowledge and visual cues, by using letter sound 
correspondence to decode the words, or syntactic or sentence 
structure cues. Student performance is recorded at three levels of 
text difficulty when used for Reading Recovery purposes. 
Practices for benchmarking purposes vary from this. 
- An easy text (95 % to 100 % correct) 
- An instructional text (90%-94% correct)  
- A hard text (80%-89% correct)  

Given the discussion in the Predictive Relationships section, it is clear that many of 
the component skills in the Observation Survey, such as Letter Identification, are 
associated with constraints of measurement due to absolute ceiling levels. These will 
have repercussions for any analyses which are performed to identify links between 
these mastery skills, and less constrained skills, such as comprehension.  

Floor and ceiling effects are readily recognisable from analysis of the technical 
appendix to the Observation Survey (Clay, 2002). These absolutes seriously limit the 
appropriateness of use of statistical techniques such as Pearson correlations to link 
Prep to Grade 2 achievement, with Grade 3 achievement. Similarly, given the mastery 
versus unconstrained nature of measures of the two sets of English skills under 
scrutiny from VELS Levels 1 and 2 to VELS Level 3, comparison of these 
achievements is not valid.  

Skills audit of Concepts about Print  

Concepts about Print refers to what emergent readers need to understand about 
structure and mechanics of language. It includes knowledge that written text contains  
a message; that text follows certain conventions including directionality, meaning of 
symbols, format, case, and punctuation; and that books have some common 
characteristics (e.g. author, title, front/back). These skills are presumed to be 
prerequisite for developing good decoding skills. Marie Clay's Concepts About Print 
assessment tool consists of four booklets 

 

Sand, Stones, Follow Me Moon, No Shoe 

 

and are administered individually. The child is asked to help the teacher with reading 
by means of pointing to certain features of the text while the teacher reads. This 
assessment is most appropriate for use in late kindergarten or beginning of Prep. Table 
3 provides a brief skills audit of the Concept about Print task in the context of VELS.  

Table 3. Skills Audit of Concepts about Print Items  

Survey 
Items 

Skill assessed 
VELS 

Progression 
Points 

VELS Description 

Item 1 Recognises front of the book 0.50 
Item 2 Recognises that written words 

have a meaning 
0.50 

Item 3  Recognises that text flows from 
left to right  

0.50 

Item 4 Read/moves from left to right 0.50 

Recognises directional sequence of 
the text 
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Survey 
Items 

Skill assessed 
VELS 

Progression 
Points 

VELS Description 

Item 5 Return sweep 1.00 Read from left to right with return 
sweep 

Item 6 Follows text with a finger 1.00 
Item 7 Differentiate first and last 

letter/word 
1.00 

Match print and spoken text in their 
immediate environment 

Item 8 Inversion of picture   
Item 9 Recognises that text is inverted 1.00  

Item 10 Recognises correct line order 1.00 Students identify when lines have 
been omitted or reread 

Item 11 Recognises correct page order 1.00 Student recognises when an 
incorrect page is read 

Item 12 Recognises correct word order 1.00 Students  show word-by-word 
matching 

Item 13 Recognises that first and last 
letter had been swapped 

1.00  

Item 14 Recognises that  letters within a 
word had been re-ordered   

Item 15 Recognises meaning of a 
question mark 

Item 16 Recognises full stop 
Item 17 Recognises comma  
Item 18 Recognises quotation marks 

1.25 Student interpret punctuation marks 
such as full stops, exclamation 
marks and question marks correctly  

Item 19 Recognises upper/lower case 
letters 

1.25 Recognises upper and lower case 
letters 

Item 20 Recognises words with same 
letters but in different order   

Item 21 Understands letter concepts 1.0 Students recognise how sound are 
represented alphabetically and 
identify some sound-letter 
relationship 

Item 22 Understands word concepts 1.00 They read aloud simple text that 
includes some frequently used 
words. 

Item 23 Understands  first and last letter 
concepts 

1.25 Recognises upper and lower case 
letters 

Item 24 Understands capital letter 
concepts 

1.25 Naming of all uppercase and 
lowercase letters in the alphabet  

 

Skills audit of other Prep  Grade 2 common assessments 

 

Letter Identification 

 

VELS  Progression Point at which student should be able 
to name all the upper and lower case numbers is 1.25. 

 

Word Reading 

 

VELS Progression Points at which student should be able to 
read the lists well are 1.00-1.25.  
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Running Records  The matching of VELS Progression Points to Running 
Records must take into consideration differences in text difficulty (ie. the level 
of the text).  

 
Very generally, it can be said that a student at VELS Progression Point 1.25, 
can read simple

 
text with moderate accuracy and fluency; a student at 1.75 

would be capable of using different strategies and self correction for decoding 
unfamiliar words, and would read higher level texts comfortably. At 
Progression Point 2.0 (Year 3 benchmark level) the student reads and 
understands ideas in text which has predictable vocabulary and predictable 
sentence structure. The student is able to locate directly stated information in 
the text and identify the sequence of the events. These are reading 
comprehension skills that are not recorded by running records assessments. 
While some teachers use Running Records to test student comprehension 
levels, its reliability and validity is difficult to assess. 

 

Writing Vocabulary 

 

Two writing tasks in the Observation Survey correspond 
to VELS standard 1.0. The first task rates attempts to write a story, recording 
the highest level of linguistic organisation, message quality and directional 
principle used by the student. The second task is a writing vocabulary task in 
which students are asked to write down all the words they know, starting with 
their own name.  

1.3.4 Assessment Practices at Grade 3

 

The following assessment approaches are suggested by the Department of Education to 
supplement the formal assessments by teachers of Grade 3. 

www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/english/literacy/

    

On Demand Testing - a review of the online assessment resources provided 
through the VCAA's On Demand Testing Program.  

 

Read and Retell - an assessment task based on student's retelling of texts read 
to them.  

 

TORCH  Tests of Reading Comprehension, 2003.  

 

PROBE 

 

Prose, Reading Observation, Behaviour and Evaluation, 2002  

 

DART - Developmental Assessment Resource for Teachers of English.   

The formal AIM English assessment comprises both reading and writing components. 
The reading tests are stated to be written to the VELS2. The Reading component at 
Grade 3 comprises multiple-choice response format comprehension questions linked to 
a variety of texts each of less than 160 words; texts are a mix of imaginative, 
informative, everyday and media.  

1.3.4.1 Skills audit of AIM comprehension items 
It seems clear that the perceived focus on decoding of texts from Prep-Grade 2, and its 
related assessment, is not consistent with the focus on comprehension from Grade 3 
onward, with its related AIM-based assessment.  

                                                

 

2 http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/prep10/aim/parents/faqs.html

  

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/english/literacy/
http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/prep10/aim/parents/faqs.html
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The Holmes-Smith (2007) AIM skills audit across Year 3 Reading Items identifies the 
Cognitive Domains: Remembering 

 
locating, identifying; Understanding 

 
interpreting, paraphrasing, summarising, generalising, inferring, predicting, 
comparing, connecting; Applying  implementing, using.  While this may have been an 
accurate analysis of the test items it is not based on the test specifications and is 
possibly erroneous. The test is simply not constructed on this basis and the analysis of 
reading comprehension is not based on Blooms Taxonomy. It is interesting but not 
related to the purpose, the design or the interpretation of the test and could not help 
teachers use the test results. This is discussed further in a later section of this paper.  

A more legitimate alternative Skills Audit is demonstrated in Figure 4. Figure 4 is 
based on a sample of 724 Year 3 and Year 4 students, attending 19 schools, who sat 
the AIM 2005 test. The data was analysed using the software Conquest (Wu and 
Adams 2006). The result of this analyses provided the variable map presented in 
Figure 4.   Working from the left of the Figure, the first characteristic is the distribution 
of the students abilities across the reading comprehension items, with each X 
representing approximately 4.5 students. The vertical dimension represents a reading 
ability scale which maps the lowest scoring students at the bottom of the Figure to the 
highest scoring students at the top. The item difficulty distribution of the specific test 
items is shown in the next section of the Figure. The items are presented in order of 
difficulty with the easiest items at the bottom and the most difficult items at the top. It 
can be seen that Items 17 and 22 were the most difficult and that Item 5 was the easiest 
item on the test. The scale on which the students and the items are mapped has the 
same units of measurement for both the student ability and the item difficulty which 
enables a direct comparison between ability and difficulty. With the Rasch model it 
can demonstrated that when the student ability (X) is at the same height as the item 
difficulty the odds of success for the student on that items is 50:50. In Vygotsky s 
terms this is the zone of proximal development and the point of intervention for the 
teacher. The AIM test however did not cover the range of ability of the students and it 
would therefore be difficult for the teacher to define the intervention strategy for 
students at the top of the distribution.     

There is a lack of items to effectively identify the ability levels of the higher ability 
students (that is, there are no items toward the top of the Figure). Thus, many students 
were estimated to be more able than the most difficult item demanded. This indicated 
that the test was relatively easy for the more able students. In addition, there was a gap 
at the bottom end of the distribution, indicating that there was no way of knowing the 
actual level of reading skills of the students at the lower end of the distribution. The 
test was administered to Year 3 and Year 4 students in March, 2006. Allowing for the 
time of the year and the fact that Year 4 students were involved  after a year of 
intensive reading comprehensive tuition possibly masks the difficulty of matching the 
year 3 students to this distribution. This omission would have direct consequences for 
informing identification of intervention strategies appropriate for students with lower 
abilities, especially at year 3.    

The next two columns in the Figure identify the Skill Assessed and the Short Text 
from which the item was derived. This was the skills audit and it can be seen that the 
simplest skills in the test addressed the students  capacity to locate directly stated 
information in a narrative or informative text. (Items 1 and 5)  
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Figure 2: The two easiest item on the AIM 3, 2005 test 

 

These two items require the comprehension at a sentence level in order to even 
understand the question. The test addressed by the question is longer and assisted by a 
graphic prompt, but far more is expected in this than decoding. The skills involved 
after comprehending the instruction involve locating directly stated information in the 
stories   

The texts for these questions were as shown in  Figure 3 below. Clearly this required 
comprehension at a higher level than decoding or reading accuracy. If the students are 
to be catered for at lower levels of reading ability, items are needed for students at 
those levels.  
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Figure 3: Passages relating to  the easiest items on the 2005 AIM 3 test.  

The next column shows the English Developmental Continuum P-10  Reading 
ordered according to difficulties associated with the items from AIM as described at 
http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/english/englishcon
tinuum/reading/default.htm. It can be seen that there are some discrepancies in the 
Progression Points ordering when compared to the actual item difficulty estimates. It is 
fair to expect that the more difficult items require more skill to complete accurately, 
and therefore these would correspond to the higher Progression Point levels. The final 
two columns are estimates, matching items with key elements of reading as described 
in the VELS reading standards and Progression Points. It is evident that many of the 
items in the AIM indicate the reading level described as being at VELS Level 3.0.   

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/studentlearning/teachingresources/english/englishcon
tinuum/reading/default.htm
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Figure 4. Skills audit of AIM 2005 Comprehension Items  

| Item No. Skill Assessed Short Text
VELS Progression 

Points*

VELS 
Attributed 

Progression 
Points*

Key element

X |
X |

XX |
X |

XX |
XX |

XXX |
XXX |
XXX |

XXXX |

XXXXXX |  
|

>Classify the personality of a character  in the narrative style text                                     
>Knowledge of procedural text organisation

17 Meg's Amazing Dog                                                                     
3 Classify the personality 

XXXXX | >Knowledge of instructivel text style organisation 22 Healthy Snacks 3.25 Knowledge of the text organisation

XXXXX |

XXXXXXXX
|  
|

>Understand the reference in the report style text                                       
>Use of  reference 13-14 Sam's Project

2.75 3.00 Identify how language is used to represent information

XXXXXXXX |  
|

>Connecting info by referencing back                                                        
>Infer info from the whole report

25 -26 Hot Air Baloon 2.5 3.00
Infer meaning from the material presented in informative text           
Use several strategies to locate key information in the text

XXXXXXXX
|  
|

>Main purpose of the report style text                                                    
>Bring together info from the informative style tekst                                                                    

27 Hot Air Baloon                              
23 Healthy Snacks  

3.00 Interpret main ideas and purpose of the text

XXXXXXXXXX | >Compare info in related instructive style texts 9 Eastville Television Guide 2.75 Recording key informations from a range of texts

XXXXXXXX |
XXXXXXX | 24 >Infer info from the report style text 24  Hot Air Baloons 2.5 3.00 Infer information from material presented in the informative text

XXXXXXXX | 18 >Main intention of the narrative style text 18 Meg's Amazing Dog 2.50 Recognise main ideas in a narrative text

XXXXXXXX | >Interpret info from narrative text 16 Meg's Amazing Dog 2.75 Make inference from the imaginative text

XXXXXXXX | >Locate info when not prominent in the informative style text 7 Eastville Television Guide 3.00 Infer meaning from matrial presented in informative text

XXXXXXXXXX | >Interpret symbols in the informative style text 8 Eastville Television Guide 2.75 Recording key information from informative text

XXXXXXXX
|  
|  
| 

>Predict logical outcome of the narrative text                                                
>Locate directly stated info in the report style text         4 Taking Care of Mandy                     

12 Sam's Project

2.25                                            
2.75

2.25                   
2.75

Prediction of likely events and inferences about the consequence of 
actions represented in text                                                Read and 
respond to informative text, organised in unfamiliar way

XXXXXXX
|  
| >Infer info from the instructional style text

21 Healthy Snacks
3.00

Infer meaning from the material presented in informative texts 
Student read and respond to informative text

XXXXX
|  
| >Choose between competing info in the instructional style text

20 Healthy Snacks
2.50 Comparison of information presented in the text

XXXX | >Identify causality in the narrative style text 3 Taking care of Mandy 2.25 2.50 Recognition of connections between events in narrative text

XXXXX
|  
|

>Infer info from the informative style text                                               
>Identify the author of the narrative style text

6 Eastville Television Guide                   
15 Meg's Amazing Dog

2.75           
2.0

Recording key information from the informative style text       Identify 
author

XX
|  
|

>Interpret info by referencing back                                                            
>Locate directly stated info in the report style text

10 Sam'sProject                  11 
Sam'sProject

2.75
3.00                               
2.75

Infer meaning from the material presented in informative texts 
Student read and respond to informative text

XX | >Locate the same info across the related procedural style texts 19 Healthy snacks 2.25 Comprehension of informative text

XX | >Infer the feeling of the character in the narrative style text 2 Taking Care of Mandy 2.00

X | 1 >Locate directly stated info in the narrative style text 1 Taking Care of Mandy 2.00

X | 5 >Locate directly stated info in the informative style text 5 Eastville Television Guide 2.00

X |
X |
X |

2.25 Locate directly stated information and predict characteer feelings 
from short familiar style text 
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1.3.5 Assessment Functions

  
Both the Running Records assessment, and AIM assessment, are summative in nature. 
The Running Records provide information about one set of skills. Clay (2002) argues 
that this information, in combination with the Observation Survey, provides 
comprehensive information upon which the teacher can design appropriate level 
intervention for individual children targeting specific level of development. However, 
the links to specific interventions are not offered and teachers are left to identify the 
intervention appropriate to the data they have from the assessments. AIM assessment, 
as currently used appears to take a summative approach. Reports to schools, provided 
via a web interface, provide skills audit information and links to the VELS progress 
points so that appropriate intervention can be identified by the teacher. The reports to 
schools identify item level information for every student and provide information 
about the schools performance but do not report the underpinning skills for each item.  

However, as demonstrated by the skills audit in this Report (Figure 4.), and the work 
samples used in the VELS English Assessment Map 
(http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/assessment/maps/maps_domain/eng/reading/level3.html). 
AIM lends itself to skills differentiation, but the reports are made available some six 
weeks after the test administration so their use as diagnostic instruments is limited. 
Teachers need to readminister the test if intervention is to be based on their analysis 
of the test data. Even this would be dependent on the teacher undertaking a 
considerable amount of additional analysis of the AIM report and data for the class if 
it were to be used for intervention purposes.   

Running Records data are used to contribute to state-wide literacy achievement data 
collection. The extent to which the construct sampled by the Running Records 
actually informs achievement of VELS domains and learning focus points does not 
appear to have been quantified.  

Running Records help the teacher to record the oral reading behaviour of an 
individual; the method was developed by Clay (1979).The classroom teacher is able 
to record a student's oral reading behaviour using any available text by making ticks 
on a blank sheet of paper for each correct response and recording every error in full. 
The student may be asked to retell the story and answer questions about the story s 
meaning after he/she has read the text aloud. However criteria for interpreting the 
accuracy or comprehension of the retell are not readily available. The texts used are 
levelled in regards to text layout, vocabulary, and sentence structure predictability of 
text and illustrative support (Hill & Louden, 1999). Hill and Louden (1999) advocate 
using book levels due to students reading complete texts, rather than words out of 
context but they caution the selection of texts as benchmark books are not previously 
read by students, so they rely strongly on teacher judgement as to what books will 
best suit different students. Clearly if these are used for benchmarking, some firmer 
criteria are needed for both selection of texts and for recording performances.  

Assessments based on of running records have predicted higher achievement in 
reading and writing (Ross, 2004), and the assessment of book levels has been found to 
be consistent with independent measures of reading performance such as the Burt 

http://vels.vcaa.vic.edu.au/assessment/maps/maps_domain/eng/reading/level3.html
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Word Test and Neale tests of reading comprehension (Chapman, Tunmer, & 
Prochnow, 2001).   

Although running records are frequently used in research and classroom assessment, 
there is little psychometric data available about the procedure and evidence about 
reliability is mixed (Ross, 2004).   

In terms of reliability, there have been major discrepancies between Reading 
Recovery book levels and the text levels subsequently used with the same students by 
their classroom teachers. The discrepancies were based on the same scaling 
procedures (Chapman, Tunmer, & Prochnow, 2001). Fawson et al. (2006), indicated 
that the most limiting factor of achieving reliability in running record scores was the 
number of passages used and emphasised the importance of reliability borne in 
consistency of scoring and interpretation when conducting Running Records. This 
also supported the contention (Ross 2004), that the passage selection might introduce 
a sizable source of error variance when scoring running records. Clay herself pointed 
out that there would be inconsistencies across teacher implementation and scoring . 
This is presumably because there are insufficient criteria for the scoring and recording 
procedures and the susceptibility to teacher interpretation idiosyncrasy is always 
present. For example, the effect of inconsistent observation and interpretation can lead 
to a reduction in the number of errors recorded and hence it will inflate the accuracy 
scores. Presumably, according to Clay(2002) as the observer s skill in recording 
increases, so will the frequency of error score. In addition to scoring issues, Clay 
(2002) stated that teachers may or may not add retelling or comprehension at the end 
of a Running Record. However, this is only useful when the text is at an instructional 
level (i.e. not too easy or too difficult), and the questions will be largely inconsistent 
in content, form and purpose across different teachers, thus providing an unreliable 
gauge of comprehension (Clay, 2002). Therefore it can be assumed that there will be a 
large teacher (error) effect on  running records, because of differences in teacher 
experience and inconsistencies in the level of teacher training. The latter will affect 
how running records are conducted, scored and interpreted, and to what extent 
comprehension skills are incorporated in the assessment. Comprehension becomes 
more important in the context of this paper, because of the need to record its 
development without clear and consistent criteria.  

1.3.6 From Running Records to AIM

  

The benchmark Assessment of Reading data supplied to the Department of Education 
are based on Prep  Grade 2 Running Records information. Although there are 
variations in procedures across primary schools, a common model includes the 
following characteristics:  

 

one teacher will be responsible for all benchmarking at a particular year 
level in order to ensure some reliability of judgement; 

 

no child will have previously read the specific text on which his/her 
benchmarking is to be based.  

Many schools also specifically teach the list of words identified as the most 
commonly used; for example, the 50 most common at Prep, the 100 most common at 
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Grade 1, and so on. The outcome of these practices is that children are strongly 
guided, both by assessment and teaching practices, toward high level achievement on 
the formal assessment method used  Running Records. Although many of the 
benchmark texts are accompanied by teacher resource materials that include 
comprehension questions, students competence levels in terms of comprehension are 
not included in the benchmarks data, nor are there any emphases on the use of criteria 
or the selection of the texts used for the purpose. The end result is described by 
teachers disparagingly as barking at print . As stated by one teacher A child can 
read at 100% accuracy, and not know what happened . The actual benchmarking or 
testing process is typically not experienced by the child as a test; They wouldn t 
know what a test is; they are supported all the way through [the benchmarking 
process] . Despite this the process is the equivalent of teaching to the test .  

The student experience with the running records and the benchmarking for  prep to 
year 2 is quite different from the students experience of the AIM tests. With the AIM 
they are presented with a very different set of tasks; to read a passage, and then 
respond to multiple choice items all of which have some relationship with the text. 
The concept of having to identify the one accurate response to these items is a very 
different cognitive task than that experienced at the Running Records levels. The 
items themselves are comprehension tasks and demand the skill of reading for 
meaning before interpreting the associated text passages.  

Lack of consistency between assessment results at Prep  Grade 2, and Grade 3, 
should be predicted, rather than questioned. Not only are different skills being tested, 
but different assessment processes are used. From a strongly supported environment 
where teachers are using very similar methods in teaching to those used in 
assessment, the child moves to an environment where the model changes radically.   

SECTION 2: 
PROPOSED ASSESSMENT APPROACH 

 

Another problem with the assessment of pre reading or decoding skills is the ceiling 
effect of the measurement instruments. Reading comprehension could not be 
meaningfully measured until the skills that underpin it have been achieved. However 
the instruments that measure these underpinning skills do not allow the full growth 
and development to be demonstrated by the students because of the measures are 
constrained. It makes little sense to continue to measure the underpinning skills once 
the measuring instrument ceiling has been reached.  Clearly there is a need for a 
higher level assessment protocol that allows the student growth to be identified and 
the teacher to be informed about the relevant intervention. When students move into 
Grade 3, the assessment is focussed upon comprehension, without regard to 
development of the enabling decoding skills. What is required is overlap of the two 
domains 

 

decoding and comprehension skills  across VELS Levels 1 and 2, and 
VELS Level 3.  

Task difficulty levels for the decoding and pre reading skills need to be increased, 
thereby manufacturing a broader distribution of scores, through constructing other 
types of tasks, such as decoding nonsense words, or requiring rapid letter naming. 
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Later assessments would focus on the higher order processes for which these provide 
a base 

 
for example, comprehension. Thus, while constrained measures of decoding 

and other pre reading skills are needed to identify whether the student is ready for 
comprehension assessment, the measures are a necessary but not sufficient condition. 
Unconstrained measures of skills such as vocabulary development and comprehension 
are needed before, during, and after the mastering of pre reading or decoding skills. 
Accordingly, if we wish to assess individual student s progress in reading 
comprehension, we need to assess both sets of skills concurrently.  

One of the dangers of multiple assessments using instruments with a ceiling effect  is 
the assumption that these skills should be emphasised in classroom teaching, to the 
exclusion of skills such as vocabulary and comprehension. This possibility can build a 
different focus on teaching in the Prep to Grade 2 years than that which is the focus 
from Grade 3 onwards. It is important that the continuum of reading comprehension is 
also covered throughout the early and middle years of primary schooling.   

Although assessment tools used from Prep  Grade 3 are designed to measure English 
literacy, the results across the tools are discrepant and the Prep to Grade 2 
assessments do not predict Grade 3 AIM performance. Specifically, in the Prep to 
Grade 2 assessments, emphasis has been placed on phonemes, word counts, running 
records and letter recognition. None of these are actual reading skills, but preliminary 
skills that students need to develop in order to learn to read.  In Grade 3, students 
complete the AIM test which assesses word recognition, word picture association, 
concept recognition, and sentence and paragraph learned stimuli with pictorial prompt 
materials. In many cases, each of the stories is illustrated with pictures, and a separate 
booklet is used from which students can gain an understanding of the text through 
analysing the pictures.  Examples are illustrated in Figure 5. It is not suggested that 
these examples would be used, but they do illustrate the progression of 
comprehension skills that would precede those items at the beginning of the AIM.  

It appears that the students develop sets of skills such as recognising and using 
phonemes. To assess these, the use of strategies such as Running Records can sample 
the developing skills. However, the decoding skills that are the major focus of 
attention in literacy classrooms in these early years reflect mechanical, not 
comprehension, skills. For ease of reference, we will continue referring to these in this 
Report, as decoding skills. By the time they reach Grade 3, the students are learning to 
use decoding and cueing skills automatically. The change from focus on decoding 
skills (phoneme awareness, letter recognition, word recognition) to sentence 
recognition and longer text length meaning construction is an important step forward; 
the ways of assessing these two things are really quite different.  

It has been assumed that the AIM test measures reading comprehension in a way that 
is consistent with, for example, VELS.  It may also be true that the Prep  Grade 2  
assessment of decoding skills are also consistent with the VELS, but the bridge 
between the early levels of the VELS and the later target level for Grade 3 AIM 
testing does not appear to lie on the same continuum, as demonstrated in the Skills 
Audits in Section 1 of the Report.  It is clear that the continuum of English across 
the two assessment approaches is not in fact continuous.   
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Instead of mapping the relative difficulty in terms of the percentage of students with 
the correct answer, it would be appropriate to have more items at the start of the AIM 
test, that assess some of the basic decoding skills the children are expected to develop 
in p-2. These might be augmented by items in the AIM test that examine the 
conceptual analysis of text and link to graphics.  An example test in this area is the 
Boehm Test of Basic Concepts. This is a word picture recognition test. Some 
additional items of this nature embedded within the early part of the AIM test would 
go some way to linking the Prep to Grade 2 items with the AIM.  On the other hand, 
development of instruments with which teachers could observe and record with sound 
and rigorous rubrics, would provide a way to document the way in which children 
behave over a period of time to supplement the Prep to Grade 2 tests. This would give 
a broader and richer analysis of the reading development that would in turn lead them 
in to a broader picture of the development of understanding and the emergence of 
reading and comprehension skills.    

PREAD01

    

PREAD02

    

PREAD03

  

PREAD04

  

PREAD05

  

Figure 5: Possible items reaching down to vocabulary and pre reading skills   
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For example, there is a range of tasks that might add to the development of reading 
comprehension in Grade 3 that can be developed and initiated in grades Prep  Grade 
2.  Reading, while it is a process where people build meaning through interpretation 
of symbols, also requires an important aspect of motivation to encourage students to 
wonder about books; to develop curiosity about print materials; and to be willing to 
imitate and practice reading behaviours, and to develop a sense of themselves as 
readers.  These steps can be taken before students begin to read; some assessment of 
these steps is needed to supplement the early decoding, or technical, skills. 
Knowledge of print, as epitomised in Marie Clay s Concepts about Print, is not 
sufficient; and as an additional consideration, focus on this could lead to teaching to 
the assessment. The mechanical steps that children go through in phonic awareness 
and word recognition, unless linked to conceptual development as well, may not lead 
to the notion of comprehension in reading. Understanding how text works and how it 
builds meaning can be developed through an environmental print analysis and 
observation of the way in which children use symbols and words to build meaning.  
Numbers, letters, words, symbols, shapes and sounds are not totally comprehended 
within a phonics approach.  

Observation and assessment of children s capacity to link meaning to symbols seems 
to be missing in the early years assessments, and also seems under-represented in 
VELS descriptions. Children do need to have phonological knowledge; they do need 
to know about forms of phonemic awareness; they do need to know what the 
phonemes are and how to build sounds; and they do need to understand how sounds 
can also convey meaning and how words can be shown on paper. It may be that the 
link between words, vocabulary, and symbolic meaning is not emphasised as strongly 
as it could be in the Prep  Grade 2 assessment. However, it is emphasised and 
expected at Grade 3.    

Vocabulary has been shown to be one of the key determinants of reading 
comprehension. As the child builds vocabulary, the potential for reading 
comprehension also develops. By Grade 3, children are expected to have developed 
the skills of comprehension that enable them to construct meaning from text and 
demonstrate this ability through prediction, and interpreting syntax and the semantic 
structure of the sentence. Similarly, it is suggested that in the earlier years, more focus 
should be directed to reading out loud, self correction, and re-telling of stories. All of 
these operations are encompassed in the teaching of reading but are not necessarily 
tested in the AIM.  If the AIM is to be more broadly developed and linked to earlier 
measures, there needs to be more bottom end  development of test items for the AIM 
(as demonstrated in Figure 4). In addition, measures of Prep  Grade 2 reading 
development need to be more broadly based with greater emphasis on observation of 
conceptual and comprehensive approaches to the link between symbols, meaning and 
understanding, without neglecting the mechanical skills of sounds, phonemic 
awareness, word recognition, letter recognition, sound and letter and sound 
association.  
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Pavlovic, Griffin and Mak (2006)3 reported  on an intervention that focused on 
improving student reading fluency by using phonemic awareness strategies to decode 
and spell, increase sight vocabulary and improve knowledge of word attack skills. 
Given that students had made various degrees of progress in the time that had elapsed 
since sitting for the AIM Assessment (Victoria) or the Aspects of Literacy 
Assessment (Queensland) 18 months previously, the intervention strategies focused 
on increasing word sight vocabulary, improvement of reading fluency using phonemic 
awareness and developing word attack skills for decoding unknown words. Students 
improvement was measured by two different tests and in general students improved 
on both literacy measures. The most significant measure of improvement was found 
to be on performance using Normalised Holborn Reading Age which increased by 
14% between pre and post test results. In addition, Holborn Reading age post test 
results differed significantly with regards to students

 

prior literacy skill levels when 
controlling for all background variables state gender, language background. This 
indicated that the better prior phonemic awareness and word sight skills of the 
student, the better the outcome of the tuition. Of all the intervention strategies used, 
phonemic awareness and sight word skill development had the most significant effect 
on the improvement. It demonstrated that significant and important gains were made 
in improving student reading literacy in a relatively short amount of time and it is 
apparent that teaching/tutoring  strategies used played a significant role.   

The Holmes-Smith Report (2007) on the AIM test adopts the framework of the 
Anderson and Krathwohl Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching and Assessing as a 
means of analysis. That taxonomy has six cognitive domains of increasing complexity 
from remembering, understanding, applying, analysing, evaluating and creating. 
While it is interesting to see if this framework can be reflected in the AIM test, it must 
be acknowledged that the test is not developed according to the framework. It is 
proposed that a thorough skills audit of the AIM be undertaken. Such a skills audit is 
quite readily done and has been included as an example in Figure 4; it has the 
potential to identify the underlying English continuum. This is important because if 
the items are ordered from the simplest and easiest to the most complex and difficult, 
and are accompanied by a description of the cognitive skill that is required for each 
item, a variable of reading comprehension emerges. The cognitive skill descriptions 
obtained by undertaking such a skills audit, begin to show that these could be used in 
parallel with the VELS Progression Points. In fact the Progression Points, if compared 
to the AIM test skills audit, show that there is a similar, yet different, variable being 
examined.  

In summary, it is recommended that two approaches be adopted. The AIM test should 
incorporate more of the downwards skilled based assessments; and the base of the 
Prep  Grade 2 assessments should be broadened to include more of the kinds of 
assessments that enable observations of understanding.  

                                                

 

3 Pavlovic, M. Griffin, P. and Mak A. (2006) The impact of prior phonemic awareness and word sight 
skills of the student on the outcome of the tutorial voucher initiative. Paper present at the national 
Conference of the Australian Association for Research in Education, University of Adelaide, 
November 2006. 
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Neither of these are particularly difficult to do, but they can be time consuming.  The 
broadening of the Prep  Grade 2 assessments requires a great deal of consultation 
with teachers in order to complete the kind of analysis of the skills and observations 
that are required.  However, neither of these approaches leads to improvement in 
reading comprehension. It is essential that teachers understand how the test data can 
be used and how the information can lead to targeting instruction for individual 
students.  

If it is possible to develop the idea of increasing the sophistication of skills and map 
the underlying variable so that it can be embedded into the VELS, as well as ensuring 
that the AIM test be extended downwards to incorporate those skills, it will mean that 
it is possible to monitor growth on a continuum that is fairly finely detailed at the 
beginning levels of literacy, and will be more likely to bridge the Prep - Grade 2 
assessments with AIM.  As published recently in the paper on the theories of Glaser, 
Vygotsky and Rasch (Griffin, 2007) it was possible to show that in a reading test we 
can identify the zone of proximal development.  With the work of the Assessment 
Research Centre for the Catholic Education Office, Melbourne, it has also been 
possible to show that if the zone of proximal development is identified and teachers 
are able to intervene in that zone, whole cohorts of students can be moved further 
along the continuum of reading comprehension skills (Griffin et al., 2006).    

This approach implies the need for a review of the way in which the lower end of the 
AIM  is structured. The incorporation within English literacy assessment at Prep 

 

Grade 2, of factors such as comprehension, motivation, fluency, curiousity and 
concepts about print, would complement the current measures.  

It is the view of many researchers and policy makers (eg. Paris & Hoffman, 2004), 
that a single assessment cannot represent the complexity of a child s reading 
development. The most valuable assessment will provide evidence about a child s 
developing skills that will demonstrate growing competence, as well as lend itself to 
comparison against normative standards of achievement. This is an approach that is 
used intuitively by classroom teachers, who collect and integrate information across a 
range of reading factors. It is a useful model to consider.  
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SECTION 3: 

SPECIFIC PROCEDURES 

 
3.0 Introduction  

Assessments of children s progress must be anchored in and mapped onto  well-
constructed, common, empirical scales accompanied by qualitative descriptions. The 
specific procedures described below are based on the assumption that assessment 
items will be linked to curriculum across VELS levels. The proposals are firmly 
embedded in the notion that assessment must be linked to the primary focus of 
teaching  in this case English skills as demonstrated through reading comprehension, 
speaking and listening, and writing.  

3.1 Prep  Grade 3 Assessment  

The assessment to be designed for VELS Levels 1 and 2, and to be implemented at 
Prep  Grade 2 levels can be seen as an extension of the current practices, to 
incorporate word and simple sentence comprehension. This approach would be 
modelled on the concept foreshadowed in Section 2  that of a multi-faceted approach 
to assessment of a complex construct, rather than the current single focussed approach 
typified by the use of Running Records. Many students decode at very high levels 
through these first three years of primary school, and yet vary in their ability to access 
and comprehend information in text. In order to mirror teacher continuous assessment 
strategies in the classroom, formal assessment must incorporate both decoding and 
higher order literacy skills and the underlying dimension needs to be defined or 
refined if it is to be based on the VELS or the Continuum. It is possible that, because 
of the rapid development of enabling skills and the early reading literacy, that the 
continuum would have more levels than are evident in the progress points or the 
continuum. This ought to be determined empirically using existing data and new 
research that gathers data according to an hypothesised construct.  

The proposed assessment would have to incorporate Running Records data as well as 
responses to Comprehension items drawn from the particular texts being used, and 
Writing tasks and the running records should be calibrated and mapped to a 
continuum. Retell criteria need to be developed to stabilise the assessments so that 
they can be recorded.  

As students move from decoding tasks to mixing decoding and other skills associated 
with texts at simple pictorial and more complex text promts, the skills required 
become more sophisticated.  The assessment therefore would need to incorporate 
items which sample these more differentiated skills. Current text level benchmarks 
are: Level 5 by end of Prep; Level 15 by end of Grade 1; and Level 20 by end of 
Grade 2. Each of these hurdles implies a progression to a more differentiated and 
complex set of skills than that required at a previous level. Consequently, the 
proposed assessment will incorporate items at each of these hurdle levels to sample 
these skills. It may not be appropriate to include items beyond oral reading-based 
items until the typical end of Grade 1 testing period (typically November  December 
in a given year). Crevola & Hill (1998) showed that many students during the Prep 
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year were still establishing foundations in oral English, concepts about print, and 
general language experiences. Hence, the incorporation of more complex skills into 
assessment at the Prep level may not be justified for the typical student, but there 
ought to be sufficient items to cater for the higher achievers to avoid the ceiling 
effects of assessment so common in the current assessment regime. Also, a focus on 
the oral language component at the Prep level fulfils multiple needs in terms of 
general English language development, above and beyond the assessment of reading 
skills. When the variable or construct is defined, it is necessary to define it 
independent of grade levels. The task is to define WHAT (children (or for that 
matter  anyone) need to learn to do in order to demonstrate developing reading 
comprehension.   

A great deal of literature has been reviewed on this topic and further developments of 
assessment protocols would need to focus directly on the existing evidence  based 
teaching and assessment. It should also be based in developmental theories of reading 
and be independent of HOW or WHEN  the children learn. In other words the 
definition of reading development needs to be outside the debate of Grade level 
benchmarks or intervention strategies or philosophies such as phonics, whole 
language psycholinguistic, critical theory or systemic linguistics. The first task is to 
define the progression of reading comprehension from enabling to critical skills. Then 
empirically the task is to benchmark based on realistic targets and to explore how the 
children can efficiently and effectively move from one level to the next. There will 
not be one approach for all students, but teachers will need a great deal of professional 
development to help them identify the best approach for each student.  

At early levels of development, (for instance at Prep or Grade 1) students should be 
able to demonstrate a level which can be described as a beginning, problem-solving, 
strategic reader (Crevola & Hill, 1998, p. 151).  The assessment and its interpretation 
framework would have to include skills beyond oral reading for the purposes of 
accuracy. There should the opportunity to obtain data that can provide details about 
student comprehension within and of text. At a higher level the assessments need to 
provide details about student comprehension within and beyond the text. The resulting 
assessment at the early levels will need to account for variations in progression 
through developing decoding and beginning comprehension skills, above and beyond 
simple oral reading skills.   

3.1.1 Implementation Processes

  

Assessment development is divided into four phases. The first contains the oral 
reading content, Running Records; the second contains what will be referred to in this 
report as complex items, that is, items that include both decoding and comprehension 
skills. All of these address the English competency areas of reading, writing, speaking 
and listening.  

The assessment specifications for the oral reading component will mirror current 
assessment practices for Prep  Grade 2.  



 

48

 
3.1.1.1 Specifications 

Oral reading content  
The first stage of any assessment specifications is the development of a 

blueprint.  The blue print relates the developmental continuum to the fields of 
cognition and then details the way in which the assessment will take place.   

The assessment specifications for the oral reading content will include the following:  

1. Investigating and recommending strategies and data on methods for levelling 
of texts: it is essential that the process for levelling texts be both valid and 
reliable, such that the levels represent real differences across the criteria 
contributing to their identification.  

2. Matching of text level/s to VELS via skills audit 
3. Identification of procedures for administration of texts, including levels to be 

administered. Note that the setting of levels a priori can have unfortunate 
outcomes in terms of misleading stakeholders concerning the true competency 
levels of students; and of encouraging the teaching profession to teach to 
minimum standards rather than optimal standards. 

Complex assessment protocol - content and focus  
The assessment specifications for complex items will include the following:   

1. Number and style of prompts to be administered for comprehension-based 
items 

Specifically, in the Prep to Grade 2 assessments, emphasis still needs 
to be been placed on phonemes, word counts, running records and 
letter recognition.  Additional emphasis needs to be placed on word 
recognition, word picture association, concept recognition, and 
sentence and paragraph identification from learned stimuli with 
pictorial prompt materials. The sample items in the text illustrate the 
type of items that could be used to assess the progression of 
comprehension skills that could precede those items at the beginning of 
the AIM.  

Running Records can sample the developing skills such as recognising 
and using phonemes. The change from focus on decoding skills 
(phoneme awareness, letter recognition, word recognition) to sentence 
recognition and longer text length meaning construction is an 
important step forward; the ways of assessing these two things are 
different.  

Reading also requires an important aspect of motivation to encourage 
students to wonder about books; to develop curiosity about print 
materials; and to be willing to imitate and practice reading behaviours, 
and to develop a sense of themselves as readers.  These steps can be 
initiated before students begin to read; some assessment of these steps 
is needed to supplement the early decoding, or technical, skills. 
Knowledge of print, such as epitomised in Clay s (2002) Concepts 
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about Print, although this is not sufficient. Understanding how text 
works and how it builds meaning can be developed through an 
environmental print analysis and observation of the way in which 
children use symbols and words to build meaning.  Numbers, letters, 
words, symbols, shapes and sounds are not totally comprehended 
within a phonics approach.  

Similarly, it is suggested that in the lower levels of development focus 
should be directed to reading out loud, self correction, and re-telling of 
stories. All of these operations are encompassed in the teaching of 
reading but are not necessarily tested in the AIM.  If the assessment 
were to be developed more broadly and linked to earlier measures, 
there needs to be more bottom end development of test items for the 
AIM (as demonstrated in Figure  4). In addition, measures of Prep 

 

Grade 2 reading development need to be more broadly based with 
greater emphasis on observation of conceptual and comprehensive 
approaches to the link between symbols, meaning and understanding, 
without neglecting the mechanical skills of sounds, phonemic 
awareness, word recognition, letter recognition, sound and letter and 
sound association.  

This approach implies the need for a review of the way in which the 
lower end of the AIM is structured. The incorporation within English 
literacy assessment at Prep  Grade 2, of factors such as 
comprehension, motivation, fluency, curiousity and concepts about 
print, would complement the current measures..  

Proportions of current AIM-style items (comprehension, punctuation, 
dictation, cloze, vocabulary and spelling and writing), to new decoding 
tasks in the assessment. Assessment will need to provide details about 
student comprehension within, beyond, and about the text at higher 
levels.   

2. Modes of writing, content to be measured, and number of tasks 
3. Matching of complex items to VELS via skills audit 
4. Time required (eg. 30 minutes) 
5. Scoring criteria and rubrics  
6. Methods of reporting  

3.1.1.2 Stages 
The processes for development, review, field testing, and professional development 
will include the following steps.  

1. Drafting: 
a. Item writing by subject specialists in consultation with psychometric 

experts. 
2. Panelling  
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a. For initial panelling of items linked to texts, workshops including the 

following personnel will need to be convened: specialists in early years 
literacy together with currently practicing classroom teachers for each 
of the Prep, Grade 1 and Grade 2 levels, grade-span teachers (e.g., Prep 
 Grade 3 teachers),  literacy coordinators and English as a Second 

Language teachers.  
i. The panellists will be specialists, nominated by the DoE.  

ii. Their tasks will be to edit the materials, judge its theoretical 
appropriateness and its suitability for the relevant grade levels. 

iii. They will consider the appropriateness for grade level, 
alignment with the VELS, and bias.  Bias review involves 
scrutinising a prompt and writing task and determining if it is 
acceptable for a statewide administration.  This close scrutiny 
includes looking at bias on the basis of race, ethnicity, cultural 
and socio-economic status, disability, limited English 
proficiency, gender, religion, physical/mental attributes, and 
geographic location.  

iv. A separate review group will comprise a separate group of 
classroom teachers, curriculum specialists, principals, and 
leaders in higher education. 

3. Pilot 
a. At this stage the materials are used with small samples of teachers and 

students. Students are assessed by the development team working with 
the teacher to determine if the protocol works, if it is understandable, 
whether it yields usable data that can support evidence based teaching 
and learning. 

b. Adjustments are made to the protocols to ensure they are usable, that 
the teachers can use the criteria and record their observations and 
identify whether the student tasks are understood by the students and 
teachers. 

c. Discussion about the levels in the developmental framework are also 
examined at this stage to seek input from teachers about strategies and 
resources needed to move the children from one level to the next. 

d. Practice Activity for students to complete prior to benchmark 
assessments, is proposed. This Activity will provide students with an 
opportunity to become familiar with the standardised multiple-choice 
testing format used at the Grade 3+ level prior to the administration of 
the Grade 3 assessment. The Activity will allow students the 
opportunity to practice: (1) answering multiple-choice questions, and 
(2) transferring answers from a assessment book to a separate answer 
sheet. This process should minimise student anxiety, and the effects of 
lack of familiarity on benchmark assessment scores.  

4. Trial and calibration 
a. The trial and calibration of the assessment criteria will require a 

purposefully chosen sample of schools representing a uniform 
distribution of students across the levels of the developmental 
continuum. Each aspect of the assessment and student subgroup should 
be represented to ensure that the assessment is fair across subgroups 
and that the tasks can be represented at all levels of student ability. The 
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basis of this sample is the spread of student ability and development. It 
is a judgement sample based on  student demographic makeup of the 
school, socioeconomic status of the school, overall student 
performance at the school. 

5. Norming and Benchmarking 
a. Schools will be selected using a probability proportional to size sample 

to participate in field testing on the basis of some of the following 
strata:  rural/urban, SES and other characteristics of the school that will 
need to be identified as pertinent to student development.  

b. The purpose of this stage would be to ensure the monitoring 
procedures use data that allow the alignment of assessments to 
benchmarks at each grade level, and to ensure that there is no 
discontinuity between those benchmarks.  

6. Dissemination 
a. It will be necessary to provide in-service training of Prep  Grade 3 

teachers to ensure they understand and are comfortable with the 
proposed assessments, and are able to administer the one-to-one 
assessments professionally. Specific focus in training will be on 
questioning techniques for comprehension to ensure standardisation of 
approach across Victoria. The main purpose of the professional 
development is the implementation of evidence based teaching and 
assessment for the P-3 class teachers. It would be expected that, if this 
is implemented, then similar results to those obtained with the Catholic 
Education Office (Melbourne) schools would be attainable. 

b. This might require finer measures of development to be recorded for 
students in the early years.  This needs to be done so that once the 
levels are identified, teachers can be shown how professional 
development can shift their work and their interventions from what we 
might describe as a deficit model to a developmental model. 

c. This is a reasonably simple process, although it is a very difficult 
concept to master and a very difficult transition to teachers to make.  
The distinction is simple.  A deficit model focuses on the skills that the 
student cannot demonstrate.  An assessment ticks off those things they 
can do, crosses those they cannot do.  Teachers then looks at the 
crosses and begins to work with the student in terms of those things 
they cannot do but need in order to develop comprehension skills.  A 
developmental model lists the skills that are necessary or that have 
been assessed in rank order of difficulty.  The skills, not the items, are 
ordered so that we can see that there are simple basic skills and these 
skills become progressively more sophisticated.    

3.2 Norming and Benchmarking  

A fully sampled study needs to be conducted to investigate the implementation of the 
revised Prep 

 

Grade 3 English reading assessments. It needs to examine the links 
across the grade level assessments, and provide data to show change over time. This is 
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assuming that those responsible for the Grade 3 assessment (assumed to be the 
VCAA) cannot influence the national assessment program to drill down the floor 
effect of the AIM.  

3.2.1 Schedule

  
The study of the proposed tests Prep  Grade 3 should include both cross-sectional 
and longitudinal components. Ideally, students at each of these grade levels should be 
assessed over an initial 12 month period, according to the following schedule, in order 
to track both cohort and individual progress along the English continuum.  

Table 4. Summary of Trial Assessment Schedule  

Year of Trial Time 1, Year One 
End Term 2 

Time 2, Year One 
End Term 4 

Time 3, Year Two 
End Term 2 

Prep X X x 

Grade 1 X X x 

Grade 2 X X x 

Grade 3 X X x 

 

In brief, the rationale for the three assessment periods includes the need to collect 
baseline data from the beginning of the period (Time 1); Time 2 assessment will 
provide data which will indicate the capacity of the assessment to show change, and 
will also provide data which can be used to map onto national benchmarks; Time 3 
assessment will provide data which will enable tracking of progress over a full 
calendar year, and will span the transition of cohorts from one formal year of 
schooling to the next. This will provide the capacity to show predictive validity of 
assessment from primarily decoding skills through the comprehension levels, as well 
as across the Prep  Grade 3 divide.  

3.2.2 Sampling

  

Stratified probability sampling is recommended with schools selected based on 
probability proportional to size. Data from the AIM and from the earlier benchmarks 
can be used to identify the relevant Rho values to determine sample size and to make 
decisions about intact class size of smaller cluster samples drawn at a school level. 
Findings will also play a determining role in this decision.  

3.2.1 Data Analysis

  

1. Analysis of item difficulties and distributional characteristics 
2. Comparison of competency achievement levels across literacy component 

groups by cohort with previous year s benchmarking data in order to 
demonstrate degree of consistency across constant components, and relative 
competency levels on new component areas.  



 

53

 
3.4 Consultation with the National Assessment Program  

The Department of Education should consult with the National Assessment Program 
in the implementation of this Report s proposals, such that the longevity of the 
Victorian-designed English literacy assessments can be stream-lined with national 
endeavours to incorporate monitoring of Prep  Grade 3 growth and development.    
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SECTION 4: 

ISSUES TO BE CONSIDERED 

 
Inclusion in the list of issues listed below implies that each must be addressed in 
implementation of the proposals in the Report. Recommendations are shown in italics. 
Responsibility for the reviews and decisions recommended would best be vested in 
the Consultants who will be responsible for implementing the proposals in this report.  

The assessments need to be calibrated using Item Response Theory (IRT). IRT can 
estimate ability by looking at the probability of an individual answering items 
correctly based on the difficulty level of those items and the individual s performance 
on items distributed across the achievement spectrum. IRT is not based on the 
assumption of a normal distribution, an important distinction between this approach 
and Classical Test Theory. IRT assumes that the tasks or criteria present an increasing 
order of difficulty such that respondents will run out of knowledge or competency as 
the difficulty level increases. The method assumes that tasks or criteria can be 
identified in terms of difficulty levels.  

Scaling of texts could be achieved through application of the criteria and processes 
indicating the same underlying English competency continuum for texts at Prep 

 

Grade 2 and texts at Grade 3 levels. Note that the role played by graphic prompts in 
texts has been the subject of much teacher literature concerning its facilitating and 
motivating influence for student performance, but its contribution of variance to 
assessment outcomes has not been identified or isolated. Given the frequent use of 
such prompts in levelled texts and current AIM assessment, review of the role played 
by such prompts is required as a part of understand int text difficulty. A range of text 
difficulty measures can be explored such as the use of the Bormuth, Noun frequency 
or the Lexile measures (see Forster, 2006).    

It is important however to shift the emphasis to the skill level of the student rather 
than the difficulty level of the text.  In a recent doctorate (by Margaret Forster at the 
University of Melbourne) two approaches to test development were illustrated.  
Forster showed that text difficulty was not a way of monitoring student growth and 
development in reading comprehension, but task difficulty, skill development was.  
This was not surprising because the tests of reading development are based on 
increasing sophistication of skills.    

4.1 Use of Running Records

  

The reliability of assessment based on Running Records has not been established. One 
of the issues in analysing student progress on the basis of the reading out aloud of 
levelled texts, is that of comparing the child s progress over two occasions on 
different texts. The changes in performance are often confounded by differences 
between texts and difficulty levels. The solution may lie in the use of Item Response 
Theory to scale the scores. A comprehensive review of the predictive capacity of 
Running Records data for later English literacy skills is recommended. If Rasch 
(1960) could develop an entire theory on this basis then it is a nice step to recommend 
his model be used in calibrating running records. 
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4.2 Levels of Text Difficulty

  
It appears that texts currently used throughout Victorian Government primary schools 
are graded for difficulty level primarily by the publishers of the texts. The degree to 
which standard criteria are used for this process is not clear. Although many teachers 
in the Prep  Grade 2 levels appear to be confident in the levels attributed to text, it is 
also clear that many teachers do not look critically at the resource materials with 
which they are supplied. A rigorous review of text difficulty levels is required in order 
for confidence in their application to be maintained. In the past decade, several state 
assessment programs have used levelled texts with Running Records. However the 
use of levelled texts for summative assessment must be viewed cautiously until the 
reliability and validity of these types of assessments when administered by teachers 
can be established.  

Some readability experts have recommended subjective text levelling for a variety of 
reasons; subjective methods include using qualified raters in a variety of designs. The 
accuracy of such levelling practices of course depends upon the expertise of the raters. 
Typical approaches require the comparison of target texts with previously graded 
passages, or comparison against rating scales. Other approaches include the use of 
formulaic approaches; a comprehensive review of these methods of text levelling can 
be found in DuBay (2004), covering techniques as diverse as the Chall-Dale formulae 
(1995), and Coleman s readability formulae for cloze techniques (1965). Some 
methods (eg. Elley and Croft s [1989] noun count method) are not included in the 
review, but merit attention. Textbook publishers consider the grade level of textbooks 
as more important than cost, the choice of personnel, or the physical features of 
books. All of them use word-frequency lists. Around ninety percent of them use 
readability formulas in evaluating the grade-levels of texts, along with other methods 
of testing. An important aspect in the selection of criteria upon which to level, is the 
degree to which these criteria might lend themselves to link with comprehension 
levels.  

For the purpose of ensuring that the method selected for the proposed tests is the best 
available, it will be necessary to evaluate recent readability methods as well as 
criterion-based systems such as that authored by Fountas and Pinnell (2006). Fountas 
and Pinnell s levelled texts are all clearly labelled with level, a book introduction, the 
number of running words for the reading record, the possible total number of errors, 
the total running words, and the genre (eg. fiction: realistic, simple animal fantasy, 
historical; or nonfiction: simple factual texts, biography, informational texts on 
science and social studies topics). Comprehension questions are structured around 
thinking within the text (getting the literal meaning by processing words and stated 
ideas); thinking beyond the text (getting the implied meaning and synthesizing 
information); and thinking about the text (responding to the author's approach).  

The Fountas and Pinnell (2006) criteria used to inform profile descriptions at each 
text level include genre, text structure, content, themes and ideas, language and 
literary features, sentence complexity, vocabulary, words, illustrations, and book and 
print features. Similarly, the system proposed by Hoffman, et al. (1993) utilises 
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rankings on decodability, predictability and readability (Hoffman, Roser, Salas, 
Patterson, & Pennington, 2000).  

4.3 Word Recognition

  
It appears that lists of commonly used words used in Word Recognition tasks are not 
regularly updated; nor is the origin of some of the word lists well understood by users. 
This promotes an unquestioning and uncritical acceptance of such resources, which is 
not in the best interests of teacher practices, and student English education. It is 
recommended that a thorough review of the use, structure, and content of word lists 
used in by primary schools is carried out.  

4.4 Idiosyncratic Scoring

  

From our review of school practices and website FAQ listings, it is clear that standard 
administration and scoring instructions for Running Records and benchmark data 
collection, are not always followed to the letter. Given that the proposed test includes 
some features where teacher judgements and decisions will dictate results, 
professional development needs of teachers in the standard test administration 
procedures must be considered. Variations in scoring include such practices as not 
scoring errors in proper names, and using texts that have previously been read by a 
student to that student for the formal Assessment of Reading benchmarking.  

4.5 Allocation of Variance

  

Where individual items sample both constrained and developmental skills, it is 
important to identify the source of variance for the correct versus incorrect responses, 
and to avoid the confounding of the variances. The situation can be illustrated by a 
parallel in scholastic aptitude assessment; where a student is required to use content 
knowledge (which would have been gained through classroom learning) with which 
to perform a reasoning task, a failure to provide a correct answer cannot be attributed 
either to failure on the knowledge component or to the reasoning component, since 
there is only one correct response, and variances are confounded in the item. 
Therefore, it makes sense to include two sources of variance in an item only if one 
can be confident that failure can be successfully ascribed to the higher level function 
tested by the item. On this basis, if items to test vocabulary and comprehension skills 
are to be incorporated at the lower levels of English competency, this must be 
managed only where we can be assured that the mastery skills are achieved. We must 
be confident that we can discriminate between skills at the mastery or decoding levels, 
and higher order achievement (Paris, 2005).  

4.6 Different Level Assessments for Different Children

  

Current guidelines for the administration of levelled texts for benchmarking purposes 
require that if one child is assessed with a text at a particular (optional) level, then all 
children in that class be similarly assessed. This practice has obvious logistic 
consequences which serve to discourage teachers from assessing at levels which they 
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would otherwise judge as capable of generating the most accurate picture of a 
student s progress, and which would provide information relevant to teaching 
interventions for that student. This practice presents a problem for the inclusion of 
both mastery and complex skill-based items at Prep  Grade 2. It is obvious that the 
broader assessments being proposed will allow for greater heterogeneity of skill 
development to be evaluated; if the teacher decision to administer a complex 
assessment is to be associated with having to implement that same assessment with 
another child who will very clearly not be able to demonstrate achievement, the 
teacher will obviously revise the decision in the interests of the second child s self-
esteem, and effective use of time.  

Notwithstanding the current use of texts levelled from bands 1  28 for general 
teaching purposes, and for Reading Recovery purposes; actual formal benchmarking 
utilises bands 1, 5, 15 and 20 only. A balance will need to be identified between the 
broad banding which does not provide individual students with sufficient sensitivity 
to demonstrate their competencies, versus the use of the narrow bands of 1, 5, 15, and 
20 which may serve to discourage teaching to the optimal standards, and which also 
may serve to under-estimate student competence at individual, school, state, and 
national levels. The imperatives of easy data entry, management, and storage at 
system level should not drive the specifications of how much or how varied, those 
data should be. The issue of assessment using appropriate levelled texts will need 
review.  

4.7 Task Development

  

Comprehension and writing items will require development. Although the majority of 
levelled texts include teacher resources such as comprehension questions, the number 
of such questions is typically not sufficient to provide robust information. A thorough 
review of the levelling of texts and the criteria used for this purpose (as discussed in 
Section 4.2), and materials developed on the basis of these, will need to be 
incorporated in the test development process. In many levelled texts, a maximum of 
three comprehension questions are provided; one of these will typically sample literal 
comprehension; another, inference; and the final one, evaluation. A balance will need 
to be drawn between need for sufficient data upon which to infer competence, versus 
the classroom time needed to administer the assessment. The review will take into 
consideration comparable systems internationally (eg. North Carolina Testing 
Program http://www.ncpublicschools.org/accountability/testing/eog/) and nationally 
(eg. Griffin, Smith & Martin, 2003) which map items across comprehensively 
specified competency continua.  

4.8 Administration

  

Administration instructions for the proposed tests would need to be followed. Current 
inconsistent practices in Victorian State primary schools highlight the need for the 
implications of such inconsistencies to be clearly understood. Not all inconsistencies 
are due to lack of awareness or malfeasance; the directions for Running Records 
administration for benchmarking 
(www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/standards/improve/aor.htm) provide statements to be read by 

http://www.ncpublicschools.org/accountability/testing/eog/
http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/standards/improve/aor.htm
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the teacher to introduce a text to a child, that are at odds with the statements provided 
by the publisher for the same texts (Level 1 Look at me; Level 5 Sam and Little Bear; 
Level 15 Little Steg and Big Dinosaur; and Level 20 The Roller Blade Twins 
http://is.salkeiz.k12.or.us/StaffResources/Elem%20Lit/PrimLitAssessBookIntros.pdf) 
for the same purpose. Such discrepancies have repercussions not only for accuracy of 
oral reading results, but would also have repercussions for comprehension item 
results.  

4.9 Professional Development

  

Provision of professional development for all literacy teachers from Prep  Grade 3 is 
essential. First, the introduction of new components in the assessments requires that 
teachers are familiar with these in order to familiarise students with expectations in an 
appropriate way. Second, teachers need to be provided with the opportunity to 
question and critique the innovations such that they can be persuaded of the integrity 
of the changes. It is clear that many of the assessment practices in schools are viewed 
either negatively, derided, or feared; many are misunderstood. It is important that 
teachers embrace the innovations positively so that they will have faith in the 
resulting data upon which they will base decisions about teaching interventions as 
well as feedback to parents and other stakeholders. We do not encourage 
unquestioning acceptance of the innovations implied by the proposed tests; it is 
essential that all be given the opportunity to contribute to the project in appropriate 
ways.  

Most teachers are aware of the broad developmental level of their students, and have 
additional information about their discrete skills and abilities. Synthesis of 
information about the students levels of development and their discrete skills, and 
assistance for teachers to use developmental progressions and described 
developmental scales can provide important pieces of data to guide teachers 
knowledge and understanding about ways to support the learning of every student.  In 
any education programme, there is a need to change the teaching and learning 
strategies, the assessment and reporting procedures and the curriculum and resources. 
If these are not changed, the chance of introducing sustainable improvements in the 
classroom is minimised. In the early years literacy curriculum programme, emphases 
are being placed on teaching and learning and on curriculum and resources. There 
needs also to be a shift in the assessment and reporting procedures. Reporting on 
student development needs to emphasise the developmental aspects to be consistent 
with the English Continuum or the VELS rather than discrete skills or test scores 
which current assessment protocols tend to encourage. Then, once the change in 
reporting is achieved, the five step procedure outlined in Figure 6 can be 
implemented.   

New curriculum documents such as the continuum can contain the best of information 
and encourage a major shift in thinking about learning and development, but the shift 
is often difficult to achieve in the schools and classrooms. In the CEO project the 
emphasis has shifted because of the use of professional learning teams and the 
exposure to data with assistance in interpretation. Confronted with realistic profiles of 
a class, teachers sought ways to improve reading and comprehension. It has been 
largely successful and the contributions of assessment and resources need to be 

http://is.salkeiz.k12.or.us/StaffResources/Elem%20Lit/PrimLitAssessBookIntros.pdf
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acknowledged. However, any emphasis on a deficit approach to teaching and 
assessment has led to an emphasis on discrete skills and emphasis being placed on 
upon scores and letter grades without a reliance on developing comprehension.  

A shift towards developmental learning outcomes involves both a change in thinking 
about curriculum and developmental learning and a method for implementing change 
across multiple levels of development.  There are five steps involved, as shown in 
Figure 6. The first step is measurement. Defining the measurement process addresses 
and monitors WHAT a student needs to learn. In most cases, this does not and should 
not differ across students.  Identifying necessary skills and knowledge is an important 
aspect of developmental learning as it is in ay approach to teaching and earning. It is 
not always possible, and certainly not necessary to identify everything that all 
students need to learn, but a systematic sample of these skills and knowledge is 
essential. In this project, the teachers will be provided with a rigorous set of rubrics 
for a set of observational domains.   

If it is not necessary to identify everything that all students need to learn, it is 
important not to list the discrete skills assessed as a definitive catalogue of mandatory 
achievements that must all be demonstrated. It is also important to understand that the 
discrete skills and knowledge that are to be acquired are not isolated, discrete entities. 
They are best learned when they are conceptualised and introduced as sets of cohesive 
and interrelated skills, attitudes and knowledge. Then cohesion can aid in 
development and reinforcement. The observable skills and knowledge that are 
assessed are pointers to the underpinning generalised learning that is needed to act as 
the glue for the cohesion of the discrete skills. The more generalised learning we 
have, the better the discrete skills can be performed and demonstrated. The more and 
the better the skills can be demonstrated, the more of the generalised learning can be 
inferred. Thus, we need to document the discrete skills that are observable and find a 
way to blend them into a cohesive skill set so that strategic planning can be 
undertaken for teaching and learning. It is from the identification of the extent and 
quality of the performance of the discrete skills that we can infer the generalised 
development, and this is the role of measurement.   
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Figure 6: Identifying the generalised learning and underpinning development  

From measurement, it is important to identify the generalised level and not simply a 
score or a list of deficit skills. This means that the teacher can identify a zone of 
proximal development (in Vygotsky s terms) for each student - the high achievers as 
well as the lower achievers. This is the identification of the ZPD in the domain of 
learning that the assessment addressed. In the CEO study analyses of the series of 
standardised tests identified the following comprehension skill levels. Levels similar 
to those used in the CEO project are presented below and each level contains 
descriptors of possible test items that could be argued to measure the relevant level of 
comprehension.  

Level 1: Word level meaning    
(a)

 

Skills:  locates words involving concrete concepts and everyday objects. 
Follows short simple written instructions. 

(b)

 

Example Test Item Skills

  

locate familiar words in a short (one line) text 

 

match words to pictures 

 

follow short and familiar instructions  

Level 2: Phrase level meaning   
(a) Skills:  Locates words in sentences involving prepositions and abstract 
concepts; uses cuing systems (by sounding out, using simple sentence 
structure, and familiar words) to interpret phrases by reading on. 
(b) Example Test Item Skills

  

read familiar words and identify some new words   

 

use simple and familiar prepositions and verbs to interpret new words   

 

match words and very simple phrases  

Level 3: Sentence level meaning   
(a) Skills:  Interprets meaning (by matching words and phrases, completing a 
sentence, or matching adjacent words) in a short and simple text by reading on 
or reading back. 
(b) Example Test Item Skills  

  

use context and simple sentence structure to match words and short 
phrases 

 

use phrases within sentences as units of meaning 

 

locate adjacent words and information in a sentence   

Level 4: Paragraph level meaning

  

(a) Skills:

 

 Reads on or reads back in order to link and interpret directly stated 
information located in various parts of the text. 
(b) Example Test Item Skills

  

connect information across sentences 

 

interpret sentence and paragraph level texts 

 

read forwards and backwards in order to locate and connect 
information in longer texts  

Level 5: Interpretive Reading   
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(a) Skills:  Reads on and reads back in order to combine and interpret 
information from various parts of the text in association with external 
information (based on recalled factual knowledge) that completes and 
contextualizes meaning. 
(b) Example Test Item Skills

  
locate, interpret, and read forward to join two pieces of adjacent 
information 

 

use multiple pieces of information to interpret general purpose of a 
document 

 

paraphrase and interpret a single non-adjacent piece of information   

Level 6: Inferential Reading

  

(a) Skills:  Reads on and reads back through longer texts in order to combine 
information from various parts of the text so as to infer the writer s purpose. 
(b) Example Test Item Skills

  

interpret, and make inferences from, different types of texts by reading 
backwards and forwards to confirm links between widely separated 
information pieces 

 

extract information from a non-continuous text 

 

make judgments about an author's intentions or purpose beyond the 
text content  

Level 7: Analytical Reading

  

(a) Skills:  Locates information in longer texts by reading on and reading back 
in order to combine information from various parts of the text so as to infer the 
writer s personal beliefs (value systems, prejudices, and/or biases). 
(b) Example Test Item Skills

  

combine several pieces of information from a range of locations in 
complex and lexically dense text  

 

analyse detailed text or extended documents for an underlying message 

 

identify meaning from different styles of writing  

Level 8: Critical Reading

  

(a) Skills:  Locates information in a longer texts  by reading on and reading 
back in order to combine information from various parts of the text so as to 
infer and evaluate what the writer has assumed about both the topic and the 
characteristics of the reader  such as age, knowledge, and personal beliefs 
(value systems, prejudices, and/or biases). 
(b) Example Test Item Skills

  

use text structure and organisation to identify an author's assumptions 
and purposes 

 

identify an author's motives, biases, beliefs in order to understand the 
main theme 

 

link text to establish multiple meanings including analogy and allegory   

Observations that students may be working at different levels on an overall 
developmental progression more than likely means there is a need for different 
teaching strategies. If this is not recognised, teachers can fall into the traps of teaching 
to the test or teaching to the middle of the class. If the teacher teaches to the test , 
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each test item represents a specific skill. Incorrect or unsuccessful demonstrations of 
skills on a checklist can also be listed as a deficit model and then practice sessions 
used to help students answer similar test questions of checklist items. This strategy 
might improve the score of a student on a test and it might show some rote learning 
for additional skills on the list, but it does not necessarily improve ability or 
generalised development. (For example, coaching for an intelligence test may 
improve the IQ score, but not the person s intelligence.)   

Developmental learning demands that an underlying and cohesive generalised 
pathway is identified. Of course every student is different and no one follows a 
generalised pattern exactly, but it is possible to identify the typical generalised 
developmental path. This gives the teacher a framework within which to work but it 
never ever replaces the judgment of the teacher about where to start, how to proceed 
or how to teach. Rather, it becomes the framework within which teaching decisions 
can be made. It is better if levels, as described in the three theories paper (Griffin, 
2007) and those above are identified as well. This is the generalisation phase.  

This procedure represents changes in curriculum. If a child s level of proficiency is 
known by the teacher, it makes little sense to teach the child at another level, to target 
teaching to the average level of the class. If teaching intervention is focused at the 
level of students learning readiness, then the early literacy reading programme and 
associated resources can be matched to readiness to learn. The teacher and advisors 
play an important role in this strategy. The provision of resources and demonstrations 
of how to use resources and materials need to be targeted to the developmental level 
of students. Different interventions, even with the same materials, will be needed for 
children with different learning styles and different levels of proficiency. If this is not 
recognised, the overall average achievement of students may rise but this will be 
because of more able students developing over time and through maturation. Less 
able students will continue to lag behind. There are many indications and much 
anecdotal evidence that this is what is happening in many schools and especially in 
the mainstream classes. The more able students are confident to approach the teacher 
and actively benefit from interaction with the teacher. The less able students are not 
able to take similar advantage of educational opportunities afforded to them.  

Once a generalised level of development in a skill domain is approximated for a 
particular student, the teacher s decision-making changes from WHAT the student 
needs to learn to HOW the student can best learn at that level of development and 
within their ZPD. This then involves the teacher in making decisions about the 
teaching strategy that is best for that student at that generalised level of development 
or readiness to learn. When confronted by a range of students at differing levels of 
development and with differing learning needs and styles, the teacher is likely to be 
confronted with a need to use a range of teaching strategies even with small groups of 
students. Deciding on teaching and intervention strategies is then informed by the 
measurement and generalisation stage as well as the characteristics of the students, 
their learning styles, learning needs and readiness to learn.  

Because there will inevitably be a range of intervention strategies, just as there are a 
range of students at different levels of development and with different learning needs, 
it is also necessary to consider the resources needed by the teacher attempting to 
target instructional strategies. Different interventions need different resources and the 
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resources need to be identified, acquired, used and evaluated. It may be that the same 
resource can be used for different levels of development; it may be that the same level 
of development and the same skill acquisition needs different resources for different 
students with different learning needs. Matching resources to the students learning 
readiness and styles is a complex professional skill that the teacher has to develop and 
one which needs considerable training in classroom management and resource use. 
These are the professional decisions of the teacher when faced with a range of 
students with differing developmental needs, differing learning styles and sometimes 
limited or mismatched resources.   

It does mean, however, that once these professional decisions are made, there is an 
obligation to identify and to obtain the appropriate resources, implement them and 
evaluate the effectiveness of their use. This involves policy decisions at the class, 
school and system levels. As information emerges and is understood about what 
works for each of these steps, resourcing decisions at each level involve an 
understanding of the role of time, personnel, materials and space allocation to the 
appropriate intervention. These can be expected to lead to higher levels of generalised 
learning because of the acquisition of an increasing range of discrete skills that belong 
to a cohesive set, which in turn defines the generalised levels of developmental 
learning. These steps can be seen in Figure 7.  

  

Figure 7: A model of change from measurement to policy  

Most assessment programs pause after the first step  measurement - and report in 
terms of scores, percentages reaching a benchmark or grades indicating relative 
position. The zone of intervention is rarely identified, and subsequent teaching tends 
to focus on what the students cannot do in a deficit model; resources are not matched 
appropriately and critics of testing programs charge that testing does not improve 
learning. Why would we expect it to, when we ignore the information that tests or 
other forms of assessments can provide? If resources are needed at different levels 
and for different strategies then a method of identifying these resources and, more 
importantly, policy decisions can be based on learning with measurement as the 
genesis of the policy development. 
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APPENDIX 

 
Literacy assessment tools are listed here on the basis that they are all common 
assessments used in Australian (and New Zealand) schools for the first three years of 
schooling.  Although this is not an exhaustive list, it reflects the flavour of classroom-
based literacy assessment. Primary resource for this information was the South 
Australian Government s Department of Education and Children s Services (2005) 
Assessment Resource Guide.   

With few exceptions, the tools listed in the appendix are more than five years old. 
This is unacceptable given the changing face of the Australian population, and given 
the changed focus in English teaching following the National and Victorian State 
Government policies over the past decade.  

Table A1. Literacy Assessment Tools Commonly Used in Australian Classrooms  

Test name Publisher, 
Year, Edition 

Standardisation, Age Group, Content 

Neale Analysis of 
Reading Ability, 
Neale, M. 

ACER Press, 
3rd edition, 
Australian 
Standardisation, 
1999 

Standardised on a stratified random sample of 
1394 students spread over 116 schools  
No normative data available 
Standardised diagnostic test reading test 
Age group: 6-7 years 
Individually administrated  
Six  levelled illustrated narratives  
Supplementary tests(suitable for 
administration to younger students): 
Discrimination of Initial and Final sounds, 
Names and Sounds of the Alphabet, Graded 
Spelling, Auditory Discrimination plus Word 
list (extracted from the passage) for 
Assessment of Accuracy of Word 
Recognition 

Schonell Reading 
Tests, Schonell, F. J. 
& Schonell, F. E. 

Oliver & Boyd, 
1950 

Separate sex norms provided for R1-R4 
A battery of 7 attainment and diagnostic tests 
(reading and decoding); five individual-
administered tests; two group-administered 
Age group 5-6, 6-7,7-8 and 8-9 
Test R1: Levelled word reading 
Test R2: Simple prose reading( 
comprehension assessed via oral questions) 
Test R3: and R4 Reading comprehension 
(silent reading) followed by multiple choice 
questions or instructions to be followed 
Test R5: Measures of student knowledge of 
common phoneme/phonic units 
Test R6: Word attack test  
Test R7: Visual Word discrimination test 

School Entry Ministry of Normalised scores are provide for Concepts 
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Assessment  Education (New 

Zealand), 
Learning Media 
Ltd., 1997  

about print (Marie Clay) 
Reading oral language and mathematics 
Age group: 5-6 
SEA some diagnostic elements, but also  
achievement and readiness 
Two literacy based components (Concepts 
about Print; Oral Language Assessment 
Task); and one Numeracy component 

An Observation 
Survey of Early 
Literacy 
Achievement, Clay, 
M.  

Heinemann, 
2002  

New Zealand norms 2000 
Age group: 5-6, 6-7 
Assess letter knowledge, concepts about print, 
recognition of high frequency sight words, 
writing vocabulary, dictation and running 
records 

First Steps Reading, 
Education 
Department, WA  

Longman, 
Australia, 1994 

Oral Language, Reading, Writing, Spelling 
Note. There is a developmental continuum in 
each area from pre-literacy to independent 
reading 

BRANN Analysis 
Grid for Reading,  
Brown   

BMP 
Educational 
Consultancy, 
1999 

Diagnostic instrument: Reading, Spelling, 
Writing 

Assessing and 
Teaching 
Phonological 
Knowledge, Munro, 
J. 

ACER, 1998  Set of the assessment procedures for 
phonological knowledge  

Oral and Written 
Language Scales 
(OWLS), Carrow-
Willfolk, E. 

American 
Guidance 
Services, 1995  

Listening comprehension, Oral Expression, 
Oral composition  

Running records for 
classroom teachers, 
Clay, M. 

Heinemann, 
2000  

Assessment of oral reading accuracy by 
reading levelled texts (28 levels)  

Waddington 
Diagnostic Reading 
and Spelling Tests 
Waddington, N. 

2000, 3rd edition 

  

Word recognition 
and Phonic Skills 
Test (WRAPS), 
Carver, C. & 
Moseley, D. 

2003, Hodder & 
Stoughton 
Educational, 
2003, 2nd 

edition 

Sight Word recognition, Phonic Skills  
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