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Understanding Reading Test Failure:
Challenges for State and District Policy

Every year thousands of students fail state reading tests and every year
policymakers and educators search for strategies to help these students succeed.
Discussions about possible interventions or “solutions” to this problem are often
driven by test scores, and the policies that emanate from them often recommend
specific programs or strategies for all failing students. Interestingly, up until now,
the tests that have launched these conversations typically have been administered
at the 4™ grade or higher—a common benchmark year for both national and
state assessments. Tests such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), state developed assessments (e.g., ISAT or FCAT), or state mandated
norm referenced tests administered at 47 grade (e.g., SAT-9, ITBS) target reading
comprehension. Nevertheless, many of the suggestions for intervention focus on
decoding skills or phonics. The assumption seems to be that students who fail
reading tests at 4 grade and above lack more basic, earlier reading skills. Yet,
little empirical evidence supports such an assumption.

One State’s Response to Reading Test Failure

The situation in Washington State is similar to that in many other states.
Although student performance in reading has improved somewhat over the past
four years, too many students continue to fall below state standards. In 1998, the
second year the new Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) was
administered, 43% of 4% graders failed to reach proficiency. In response to the
test scores and to the outpouring of research on early reading instruction and
intervention, the legislature provided extra funds to support beginning reading
instruction in K-2 classrooms. While the legislation called for a comprehensive
approach to instruction, some public officials and school districts endorsed a focus
on phonics, a stance that was consistent with the emphasis in many other states at
the time. The heightened interest in phonics and in other specific instructional
programs and approaches for struggling readers has resulted in a proliferation of
both informal and formal school district policies on reading instruction.
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The situation and response to it begs two critical
questions: 1) Does the “solution” fit the problem?
2) What precisely is the problem? To find out why
students fell below standards on the WASL in
reading, more than 100 4™ grade students from a
diverse semi-urban district participated in a series
of individual diagnostic reading assessments. None
of the students had reached proficiency on the state
assessment and none of the students was currently
receiving supplemental instruction in either Special
Education reading or English as a Second Language
(ESL). The sample did include students who had
been exited from ESL programs or whose family
language was not English but who did not qualify
for additional support.

A team of seven educators administered five
reading assessments to each student which provided
multiple indicators of students’ abilities on several
different aspects of reading (e.g., reading accuracy,
expression, rate, comprehension, etc.). In general,
these tests provided information on five major
components of reading: word identification,
phonemic awareness, comprehension, reading
fluency, and vocabulary. In addition, information
about students’ writing ability, home language, and
socio-economic status was also collected. Students
took the state test in April of 47 grade and all
diagnostic assessments were conducted in
September-October of 5 grade, immediately after
state test results were available.

Behind State Test Scores: Profile of the Group

The results of all the diagnostic tests given to
all the students were analyzed to determine if they
could be combined into a smaller set of factors to
account for students’ failing performance. Three
factors—meaning (comprehension and vocabulary),
word identification, and fluency (rate and ex-
pression)—accounted for the great majority (78%)
of the variance on the WASL scale scores. Average
scores for the entire group of students revealed that
students’ word identification skills were beyond a
basic, beginning level. They scored at approximately

4™ grade level when reading words in isolation and
at the 3™ grade level when reading words in
passages. In the area of meaning, students averaged
27 grade level in comprehension of reading passages
and scored somewhat below established age norms
for vocabulary. Average scores in fluency, both rate
and expression, were substantially below expected
levels for 4™ grade students.

The average scores suggest a particular pattern
of student performance—one in which students’
performance is slightly below grade level in word
identification and substantially weaker in com-
prehension and fluency. However, average scores
obscure important individual student differences.

Behind Group Averages: Profiles of Individual
Students

Students may be failing to meet standard on a
state test for different reasons, and consequently,
they may require different instructional strategies.
By using cluster analysis', the study determined that
the pattern suggested by the averages for the whole
group did not fit all, or even a majority of the
students. Rather, six distinct student profiles
emerged demonstrating that students were actually
strong in some areas and weak in others. Each
profile is described below, drawing on actual data
from prototypical students.

* Profile 1: Automatic Word Callers (18%)

The students in this group read the words
quickly and accurately but failed to read for
meaning. More than 60% of these “automatic
word callers” were English language learners
and most were from low-income families. For
example, Tim, a native English speaker, was
very good at identifying words and applying
phonics to nonsense words, scoring on a 9™-
grade average on word identification tests. His
reading rate of 174 words per minute was
among the highest of the students in the study,
yet his comprehension scores were far below
grade level. Another student, Marja, had
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similar strengths in word identification and
fluency, as well as weaknesses in meaning.
However, she had difficulty with meaning
primarily because she was still developing word
meanings (vocabulary) in English; like many
other students in this profile group, Marja was
a second language learner. Although both of
these prototypical students fit the profile of
automatic word callers, each would need a
different instructional approach.

Profile 2: Struggling Word Callers (15%)

Although similar to Automatic Word Callers
in terms of demographics, strong fluency, and
difficulty in comprehension, the Struggling
Word Callers had considerable difficulty with
word identification. One student, Dang, whose
home language was Vietnamese, had uneven
word attack and word identification skills; he
was better at reading words in lists than reading
words in the context of longer passages. He
read at a relatively fast rate, apparently
believing that good reading is fast reading, yet
he failed to self-monitor or self-correct when
his reading didn’t make sense. This difficulty
with comprehension was probably compounded
by Dang’s difficulty with English, as his low
vocabulary scores suggested. He would likely
need instruction in word identification, oral
language, and comprehension, especially
metacognitive strategies.

Profile 3: Word Stumblers (17%)

Primarily from English speaking families, the
students in this group were slow readers who
also exhibited considerable difficulty with word
identification. Sandy, for example, scored at
the 1°t and 2™ grade level on measures of word
identification. Although this would likely
interfere with comprehension, Sandy spon-
taneously self-corrected many of her errors
when reading passages, trying to make sense
of the text. As a result, Sandy had strong
comprehension but her fluency scores were low.
She would need instruction targeted at word
identification as well as fluency building
through reading text at her instructional level.

Profile 4: Slow and Steady Comprehenders
(24%)

These students read slowly even though their
word identification and comprehension abilities
were relatively strong. For example, although
Steven’s word identification scores were close

to grade level, he read texts slowly, appearing
to lack automaticity in decoding and to have
some difficulty with reading more complex
multisyllabic words. Also in this group was
Stacee, who was stronger in word identification
than Steven but whose reading rate was also
substantially below standards. Although both
these students have strong comprehension,
their slow rate is likely to limit the pleasure
they get from reading or the time they spend
reading. As reading demands increase in
school, these students may fall further behind.
Both would need to engage in more reading of
relatively easy material to build their automatic
word identification and rate of reading.

Profile 5: Slow Word Callers (17%)

These students were word callers like those in
Profile 1 but they were not automatic. They
were accurate readers who were slow and who
also struggled with meaning. From the existing
data it is difficult to determine just what is
contributing to student performance in this
profile. On the one hand, students who read
very slowly may experience comprehension
difficulties. On the other hand, students who
recognize that they are not understanding
should slow down to try to make sense of the
text. Some students in this profile, like Joey,
demonstrated difficulty with comprehension,
vocabulary, and fluency. Others, like Jose,
demonstrated difficulty with only
comprehension and fluency. Both students
would need more diagnosis to disentangle the
source of their comprehension and fluency

difficulties.

Profile 6: Disabled Readers (9%)

Students in this group were low in all three
areas—word identification, fluency, and
meaning—but they were exceptionally low in
word identification, scoring at the 1% grade level



and below. With such word identification skills,
fluency and comprehension difficulties are likely
to follow, creating students who are struggling
on all fronts. These students would need
interventions beyond what most classroom
teachers could provide.

Policy Implications

This study confirms that students fail reading
tests for many reasons. Each student has a
distinctive pattern of performance that can help
teachers target reading instruction and, con-
sequently, improve a student’s reading ability. The
results reported here provide direction for policies—
at state, district and school levels—that will likely
improve student achievement rather than merely
measure it. The findings suggest five potential
“policy levers.”

The first policy lever is support for differentia-
ted reading instruction based on in-depth analyses
of reading test performance. This study raises
questions about mandating specific instructional
strategies or programs, such as phonics or fluency
building, for all failing students. In this sample,
for example, phonics instruction would have been
inappropriate for more than 50% of the students,
those whose problems were comprehension, fluency,
or language rather than word identification.
Similarly, an instructional strategy that did not
address fluency would have missed the needs of
almost 70% of the students.

Instead of mandating particular types of
instruction based on average group scores, policies
should help districts, schools, and teachers
undertake deeper analyses of students’ abilities and
exploration of a range of instructional strategies that
could meet students’ needs. For example, school
districts and schools might be required to engage
in, and report on, a self-study of student reading
performance as part of their improvement plans.
The study might ask such questions as: Which
students did we predict would do well on the test
and did not? Why did they fail? What evidence
do we have about the progress of our lowest
performing students? Which instructional practices
are we using that seem to be most effective? What
other measures of students’ reading abilities do we
have and what do they tell us? A policy that
supported a self-study around test scores such as

this would require more data collection and finer-
grained analyses of the problem and possible inter-
ventions.

A second policy lever is the effective use of
multiple indicators of reading ability. No state
assessment can provide the detailed information
needed to understand complex reading performance
nor can it provide information quickly enough to
inform daily instruction. In short, there needs to
be greater reliance on classroom-based assessments.
Some states such as Vermont, Kansas, and
Washington have implemented classroom-based
assessments at early grade levels and have supported
teachers in learning how to administer the
assessments and interpret the results. These
assessments are diagnostic; tailored to individual
student needs; individually administered, scored,
and analyzed by classroom teachers. Simply
mandating such assessments, however, is not
enough to improve teaching and learning. Not only
must teachers have the knowledge, support, and
authority to use the assessments well, but they must
also see the assessments as helpful to their
instruction. Policies that support classroom
assessments and the professional development
necessary to use them effectively would be useful
at all grade levels.

A third policy lever is flexible alignment
among standards, assessment, and instruction.
Alignment is considered necessary to standards-
based reform, but sometimes it can be over-
simplified. Assuring, for example, that 4™ grade
teachers are teaching the 4™ grade content
standards does not necessarily mean that they are
providing appropriate instruction for all students.
For some struggling students, teachers may need
to draw from lower grade level standards to match
students’ needs and use actual grade level standards
as goals to guide their teaching. State and district
policies should provide curriculum frameworks to
help teachers articulate both grade level ex-
pectations and developmental perspectives on
teaching. The policy and its message should be
explicit—the aim is not simply to teach the
standards, it is to teach students with different
learning needs so they may eventually reach grade
level standards.

The fourth policy lever is local control over
allocation of resources for curriculum materials,



time, instructional interventions, and professional
development. If teachers are to tailor instruction
for a wide range of student reading abilities, they
need appropriate materials (including several grade
spans for such subjects as science and social studies).
Students reading below grade level need appropriate
instruction and materials throughout the school day
as well as more instructional time and more targeted
instruction than other students. In addition, the
results of this study raise concerns about the
instructional support provided for English Language
Learners. Although the study did not include
students who were receiving supplemental ESL
instruction, 43% of the failing students in the
sample were English Language Learners who had
been exited from the support program. Clearly the
resources allocated for ESL instruction need to be
reconsidered. Overall, policy that supports
sustained, on-site, content-specific professional
development is critical as teachers develop
understandings of reading processes, reading
instruction, and teaching in complex settings.

A final policy lever is support for evaluations
that reflect the complexity of growth in reading
proficiency. Many state tests are not sensitive to
growth of students who are reading far below their
grade placement or to changes in teaching practice
that may not have immediate impact on student
learning. Policies need to support the development
of a system of intermediate indicators of student
learning that will demonstrate student growth,

especially for students who are not yet meeting
grade level standards. The data will need to draw
from greater use of diagnostic classroom assess-
ments.

|n sum

A single, group-administered state reading test
can not provide the kind of detailed information
needed to understand reading failure. Similarly, no
single intervention can possibly address the wide
range of needs of struggling students. If standards-
based reforms and the investments in them are to
improve learning rather than simply measure it,
then policies must support building the capacity of
educators to identify and understand reading
performance, and to respond appropriately and
flexibly to meet students’ needs.

Endnote

' Cluster analysis is a statistical procedure in

which the most similar pair of cases is initially
combined, and each new case (individual
student) that best fits a cluster is added until
all are placed. This study averaged each
student’s standardized variable scores for word
identification, meaning, and fluency and used
those scores in the cluster analysis.
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