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C H A P T E R 1

Background

This Learner Assessment Resource Notebook was created to address Strategic

Goal #3 in the California Library Literacy Services Strategic Plan for 2003-

2006: Focus on Assessment and Accountability. We hope that new CLLS pro-

grams, new staff at existing programs, and programs reviewing their assess-

ment strategies will benefit from having this resource available.  

All CLLS programs were invited to recommend assessment tools that

other programs could use, adapt, or purchase. They were also invited to

contribute descriptions of their learner intake/assessment process and/or

their learner assessment philosophies. A focus group convened by the State

Library Literacy Team on November 21, 2002, discussed learner assessment,

and the recommendations of the people who volunteered to participate are

included here. 

It has been a pleasure to communicate with so many dedicated literacy

people while working on this project. Thank you for taking the time and

making the effort to share your expertise.



ASSESSMENT & ACCOUNTABILITY FOCUS GROUP

PARTICIPANTS

The following people volunteered to participate in the focus group which

met on November 21, 2002, in Ontario, California:

Berkeley: Amy Prevedel Chula Vista: Susan Empizo

Glendale: Mary Miller Orange County: Marcia Tungate

Riverside: Melodie Earickson San Bernardino: Lorrie Mathers

San Diego: Nancy Norcross San Luis Obispo: Bernadette Bernardi

San Mateo: Caroline Beverstock Santa Fe Springs: Jerry Edwards

Solano County: Joanne Wright Stanislaus County: Zela Owens

Ventura County: Hedy Miller Willows: Susan Domenighini

State Literacy Team: Valerie Reinke & Cindy Costales

Consultant: Pat Flanigan

FOCUS GROUP RECOMMENDATIONS

LEARNER ASSESSMENT RESOURCE NOTEBOOK CONTENTS

� All CLLS programs were invited to recommend assessment tools and

address the following questions about each tool:

Why does your program use this tool?

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this
tool?

How do you use the results of this assessment tool to help
learners?

� Additionally, programs were invited to contribute written descriptions of

their intake/assessment procedures and their ongoing assessment proce-

dures.

� Finally, there would be at least one in-depth case study of a total

process. It would include description of a student’s initial contact, assess-

ment, match, and ongoing assessment.

ADDITIONAL PROJECTS

� The focus group participants liked the idea of having the Learner Assess-

ment Resource Notebook as an online resource as well as a binder-style

notebook that could be updated as needed.

� The idea of two video demonstrations was proposed. One demonstra-

tion, to be used during tutor training, will show the process of a tutor

and learner reviewing progress and clarifying goals. The other video

demonstration, to be used during staff training, will show staff helping a

student clarify and prioritize goals before being matched with a tutor. 

� The State Literacy Team will work on a state vision of the reporting

process. A think-tank on assessment will be convened to gather innova-

tive ideas, identify future reporting needs of CLLS, and develop a

training component for staff and tutors.
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RECOMMENDATIONS (continued)

TESTING LEARNERS

� Create a positive, non-threatening experience.

� Identify learners’ personal reading and writing goals.

� Focus on “just in time” skills—that is, life skills that will help learners in

their roles as parents, workers, and community members.

� Provide both initial and periodic ongoing assessment so that tutors and

learners recognize progress that comes with the tutoring process.

� Keep it simple. Be sensitive to fears of testing.

� Training is essential. Staff should be trained to do initial and ongoing

assessment. Volunteer tutors should be trained to do periodic ongoing

assessment.

� Avoid long and complicated assessments.

� Avoid “one size fits all” assessments.

� Avoid initial assessments tied to one curriculum.

� Avoid using assessments tied to grade level results.

PURPOSE OF ASSESSMENT

� to guide the course of instruction, including appropriate curriculum and

strategies

� to determine if programs’ services are appropriate for specific learners,

or if these learners should be directed elsewhere

� to show change over time

� to communicate who we are, what we do

� to track students’ progress toward goals

� to identify students’ new and changing goals

� to identify changes in students’ life skills, whether planned or unantici-

pated

� to self-diagnose and evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programs’

services

� to provide benchmarks for all stake holders: students, tutors, literacy

staff, local libraries, State Library, funders, legislators, community organ-

izations, etc.

� to strengthen literacy services statewide (If a program is getting great

results, can their techniques be shared?)

� to qualify student achievements in numbers that will be meaningful to

potential funders and legislators so that there is clearer understanding of

who we are and what we are about

CHALLENGES OF ASSESSMENT

� keeping the process consistent and simple

� dedicating staff time for ongoing assessment
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� connecting assessment to instruction and making that connection clear

to tutors and students

� finding a common language, understandable to literacy programs, adult

education, California Department of Education, and other “educational

worlds”

� keeping in mind the “big picture”—do publishers, for example, provide

materials supporting assessment results?

� paradigm shift to an outcomes-based measure of progress (for example,

What real life literacy skills does student have now ? rather than What work-

books has student completed?)

� leaving room in a statewide assessment process for a local needs com-

ponent

� creating incentives for buy-in to a statewide assessment process

� not overwhelming programs with a new statewide assessment process—

perhaps by implementing it in phases

ONGOING ASSESSMENT

� It is important to have a detailed plan for ongoing assessment.

� It requires a baseline—where student started (results of initial assess-

ment).

� it is important to have specific methods and tools for helping students

and tutors identify goals, set priorities, and document progress.

� Ongoing assessment can take various forms—such as monthly written

reports, annual surveys, or portfolios (samples of work which show

progress).

� Informal conversations during tutoring about progress may satisfy tutors

and learners, but without a program-wide documentation process, there

is no way to know if tutoring partners are really working toward specific

goals or what is being achieved.

� The ongoing assessment process can trigger positive changes in the

direction of tutoring.

� Model, model, model ongoing assessment procedures for tutors and

staff, including how to offer encouragement and guidance.

� Conduct a needs assessment of your program.
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WHAT CAN LITERACY PROGRAMS ASSESS?

LEARNER SELF-ASSESSMENTS

� Goals—what learners want to accomplish with the help of better

literacy skills

� Health Inventory—issues that would affect tutoring; response to such

questions as: Are you currently on medication? Have you ever had

trouble hearing? Have you ever had a head injury? Do you wear

glasses? Have you had your vision tested?

� Interests & Talents—related to “multiple intelligence” theory;

response to such questions as: What do you like to do? What are you

good at? What kinds of things have always been pretty easy for you?

� Learning Style Preferences—auditory, visual, kinesthetic learning

modes, environmental preferences for learning; global vs analytic

learning styles

� Literacy Life Skills—which specific literacy skills are easy, hard, or

never tried—e.g., writing a letter, reading to a child

� Past Experiences—response to such questions as: What was school

like for you? Have you attended any other kinds of literacy programs? 

� Portfolio—collection of learner’s work over time used to demonstrate

progress and guide subsequent instruction (portfolio to be assessed by

learner along with staff and/or tutor)

� Reading and Writing Difficulties—response to such questions as:

What kind of difficulties do you have when you read? What is hard

about writing for you?

� Reading & Writing Strategies—response to such questions as: What

do you do when you come to a word you don’t know? What do you do

when you want to remember something you read? What do you do

when you want to remember how to spell a word?

� Record of Accomplishments—ongoing assessment of “real life”

achievements learner relates directly or indirectly to tutoring—may or

may not be identified goals

� Role/Goal Mapping based on EFF philosophy—goals for different

areas of learner’s life—home/family, self, work, community

� Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome—checklist of signs possibly indicating

a perceptual disorder related to how words appear on the page; trained

interviewer may recommend using tinted overlay on top of words

READING ASSESSMENTS

� Auditory Discrimination—e.g. Do these words sound alike or

different: big—bag 

� Decoding Words—knowing letter / sound relationships and blending

individual sounds into “real words” and “nonsense words”

� Language Usage—how words are combined to create meaning
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� Letter Recognition

� Life Skills—reading labels, mail, recipes, etc.

� Listening Comprehension 

� Oral Reading Comprehension

� Oral Reading Speed & Fluency

� Phonemic Awareness—ability to isolate individual sounds in words—

e.g., What letter represents the sound / g / ? What word would you

have if you take away the first sound in shape? What sound do you hear

at the end of the word plan?

� Silent Reading Comprehension

� Silent Reading Speed

� Strategies for Reading—predicting, scanning, using visual cues, visu-

alizing, etc.

� Visual Discrimination—matching like letters and words

� Vocabulary—knowing the meaning of words

� Word Recognition- “sight words”—visual memory for words

WRITING ASSESSMENTS

� Handwriting—ability to do both printing & cursive

� Handwriting—legibility

� Life Skills in Writing—writing checks, memos, messages, application

forms, etc.

� Phonetic Spelling—awareness of how to represent sounds in print

� Visual Spelling—memory for how words look

� Writing—expression of ideas

� Writing—mechanics

OTHER LITERACY PROGRAM ASSESSMENTS

� Basic Arithmetic—addition, subtraction, multiplication, division,

percentages, decimals, fractions

� CASAS—assessments of real-life adult literacy skills used widely in

public adult schools

� English Speaking Proficiency—word pronunciation, use of complete

sentences, grammar, vocabulary

� G.E.D. practice tests for high school equivalency diplomas

� Interviewer’s Subjective Assessment of learner’s motivation, atti-

tude, suitability for tutoring, etc.

� Math Life Skills—paying bills, figuring interest, etc.

� Visual Acuity—to determine if vision test by a doctor should be

recommended
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LEARNER INTAKE / EVALUATION “FLOW CHART”

Kathie McDonald, Student/Tutor Coordinator
Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County 

During the interview, I tell the learners that I am doing 3 things:

1. I am trying to determine whether they have needs that our volunteer

tutors can help with.

If they read and write very well, and want help at a college level, 

I usually turn them away.

If they are ESL and I have trouble understanding them or making

myself understood, I refer them to the volunteer literacy program

in Contra Costa County that does conversational English as well as

reading and writing.

If they appear to have problems that I think our volunteers may

not be able to help with, I tell them that as graciously as I can and

make referrals if I can.
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2. I am trying to make them comfortable—so they aren't afraid to work

with me or with a volunteer that I match them with.

3. I am acting like a detective. If they were in school, I'm trying to figure

out why they had problems learning. Were there learning

disabilities/differences that were not diagnosed or that no one knew

how to help them with? Were there overwhelming emotional issues for

them when they were in school? Did they move a lot? Is English a

second language, and were they dealing with two-languages while they

were in school?

The second part of this detective work is trying to decide how a tutor

should begin working with them.

Do they have a short-term specific goal—a test they need to pass

on the job?

Do they need lots of structure?

Do they need to learn phonics?

Do they have trouble with comprehension?

The other thing I squeeze into every interview with a learner that I intend

to take into the program is a “mini-lesson.” I have no idea what that will be

when I start, but I want to work with the learners a bit to find out what

their style is as they work with a tutor, AND to show them that they CAN

learn. I emphasize that any idea I present to them would have to be prac-

ticed before they would master it, but I show them that there are rules and

patterns that they can learn to help with decoding or spelling, or that there

are ways to go about working on comprehension problems.

Often the lesson is about “silent e”—and it often comes up with “Queen

Anne of England.” I list a dozen words that the learner read correctly with a

silent e, and then show them that it is never pronounced. (Recipe? calliope?

—We don’t “go there!”)

Sometimes it is with soft c or soft g: I have them discover (by making a

list of words that they have read correctly) when the C says /k/ and when it

says /s/.

Sometimes it is simple phonics. Then I usually pull out Wilson or Read-

ing Revolution Sound Cards. I may be trying to discover whether they can

blend consonants or whether they can change one sound in a word or

whether they know the short vowel sounds.

Often it is a simple spelling lesson, and I show them how, by stretching

out the word, or by using the cards, they can determine whether the cards

are in the correct sequence for f e l t or l e f t .

I often begin by asking learners what need they have perceived—NOW—

that they have been able to ignore or cope with until now. Sometimes I say,

“Tell me about school.”

Responses to those broad opening questions determine where I go next.

Examples:

1. Learner says, “I read pretty well, but my spelling is awful. I’m
afraid to write notes at work because the boss will think I'm stu-
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pid.” (The last part doesn’t always come out in the second sen-
tence, but it’s usually implied.)

Now I know it's OK to show the learner the Challenger or Voyager word

lists. I can probably ask him to read at least the first story to me. I may use

that test as a rough guide to where the problems are. Then I may give the

spelling part of the Lit Start test—which begins with 3-letter, 3 sound words,

and proceeds in a very structured way: digraphs, blends, long e, double

vowels, “soft” c and g, double vowel combinations, -ed and -ing endings.

Often I don’t complete the list. 

If we're using the Challenger intake test, usually the learner has more

trouble with words in isolation at any given level than he does with the

story. Then I look at decoding/phonics skills.

If a learner seems to know some basic phonics, but is frustrated by all the

exceptions to the rules, I try to get him to come up with some off-the-wall

way to remember a pair of homonyms, or some word he has to look up

every time he wants to write it. I want him to see that when the rules fail,

he has to be willing to play—to try colors, sounds (double click for double

letters), stories, pictures. . . .

If the learner’s spelling needs are very specific, we talk about that: which

words does she need at work or to put in e-mails to her relatives?

2. Learner says, “I can’t seem to remember what I read.”

Again, I know it’s OK to begin with a simple Challenger or Voyager story.

(Learners may read silently and then out loud, or out loud only, or out loud

and then silently—as long as I hear the story once.) Sometimes a learner

reads a story fairly fluently, but can't answer any inferential or non-literal

questions. With an ESL student, trouble often begins with the Challenger

story about the “crook”—if that is an English word they don’t know. With

learners with language difficulty, it often comes up with the Challenger wig

story: “What does it mean to call a person a big-wig?”

I try to determine whether the problem is really with reading words

incorrectly and then losing meaning, or with having to decode too many

words, or with just not having a picture of what's going on as they read.

If non-literal language is the problem, then part of the solution is to just

do lots of reading with the tutor—from any source: textbook or newspaper

or whatever.

3. Learner tells me, “I can’t read anything.” (That is not usually
true, but I honor it.)

I usually use the back of the Lit Start booklet to see if he knows the

names of the letters. If he can name them, does he know the sounds? If he

doesn’t know the sounds, does he need (and is he open to) a Reading Rev-

olution (RR) approach with signals, games, and concrete language?

If learners seem like potential RR students, I try playing Slam and Mon-

ster Words worth them, and I show them the Learner Handbook, and tell

them a bit of Judy Kranzler’s story. I use a few signals myself as we talk

about the sounds the letters make. I can usually tell just by how they react

to my signaling whether it "makes sense" to them. If it doesn’t, I may just

explain what I’ve been doing and then drop it.
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If they seem like potential Wilson students, I show them how to tap a 4-

letter word. I never ask a tutor to begin with the Wilson method until the

learner has seen Book 1 and Book 12—Book 1 so he knows where he’s

going to begin—and Book 12 to see where he can finish. If he’s insulted by

Book 1, I won’t try to have him work with a Wilson tutor. Often I can tell

from body language as we work with the cards that a student really likes the

clarity of how putting the cards in one sequence or another determines the

spelling.

The success of either the Wilson method or the Reading Revolution

method may depend upon the learner’s ability to actually discriminate

between the sounds themselves BEFORE we begin to attach letters to them.

For that reason, we now sometimes include a Phonemic Awareness Screen-

ing from Susan Barton.

I usually finish by telling the learner I will look for a tutor who can meet

with him at a time and place that works for both of them. I also tell him that

he and the tutor will be working together for the first few weeks just to see

which materials and which lesson structure work for them.

Learners who must wait for a tutor (as well as those already matched)

are invited to our computer lab. We encourage them to meet with a staff

member once or twice before taking advantage of the drop-in hours with

volunteer tutors.

If the learner and I have agreed that he would do best with a Wilson or

an RR tutor, that is a big part of the matching for me. Practically, our pro-

gram has very few trained RR tutors. So, if I believe the hand signals and

beginning decoding strategies of Reading Revolution will be especially valu-

able to a learner, I try to have her do a series of 10–12 RR lessons in a small

group of learners and tutors, who learn together. Often a learner who reads

fairly well but has few decoding skills benefits from a series of 7 lessons (Six

Syllable Types), again offered in a small group format taught by a staff mem-

ber and attended by pairs of tutors and learners.

LITERACY VOLUNTEERS HUNTINGTON BEACH 
PUBLIC LIBRARY

Rose Saylin
Huntington Beach Public Library

When the student comes in to sign up for the literacy program at Hunting-

ton Beach Library, we first interview the student and fill out the New

Learner Information form. This conversation tells us if the student speaks

English well enough to participate in the program, gives us his or her edu-

cational background, and (most importantly) tells us what the student

wants to learn.

For student assessment, our program staff uses the READ Test (Reading

Evaluation Adult Diagnosis), developed by Literacy Volunteers of America.

This 20–30 minute evaluation tells us about the student’s skills in sight

words, phonics, blends, digraphs, short vowels and multi-syllabic words.
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The student reads several lists of words for this test. Then the student is

asked to read several short passages and the tester asks comprehension

questions. The scoring levels for this test are for people whose reading

roughly corresponds to school grade levels one though five. Each student

has a word recognition score and a comprehension score. There is a listen-

ing score which our program does not use. We also ask the student for a

short writing sample.

When a tutor and student are matched, the tutor receives a copy of the

information sheet, the test and the writing sample. Thus the tutor starts out

knowing the student’s background, what the student wants to learn, what

kinds of mistakes are being made during reading, and how well the student

comprehends the content. The pack also includes a shortened version of the

California Adult Learner Progress Evaluation Process and the California

State Library Examples of Learner Goals. The tutor is asked to fill out the

CALPEP after two weeks of tutoring. We use it mainly to help the tutor

understand the student’s reading and writing habits and goals.

The READ test is designed to give a starting point for teaching. It is avail-

able through New Reader Press. It comes with a flip book of test pages for

the student to read and score sheets for the tester to mark, plus a summary

score sheet. We like it because it is so easy to understand for the tester and

the tutor, and is not too threatening for the student. I do not have the tutors

do the testing, as I feel that the staff can provide a more standard level of

testing, and most of the tutors are too new to be comfortable with the test-

ing.

For recording progress, we use two things, quarterly reports and an

annual tutor survey. We ask our tutors to report quarterly, listing their

hours and what they are working on with their students. We do not retest

our adult literacy students because a reading test does not show the progress

that is most important to our students—the things they can accomplish with

their improved skills and new confidence. Mentoring is the most important

thing our tutors do for their students. Instead of retesting, we send a tutor

survey asking the tutors to list the student accomplishments, large and

small. In the answers, time and again the word “confidence” comes up.

“Now my student has the confidence to go on in school, to help her chil-

dren, to get a new job.”

Our tutor survey is a section taken from the Literacy Volunteers of Amer-

ica statistical report. I feel strongly that these questions and answers reflect

the results that are much more important to our students than reading

scores. Our mission, after all, is to help them accomplish their own personal

goals, not ours.

I am enclosing a copy of the summary sheet from the READ test.
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NAPA CITY-COUNTY LIBRARY LEARNER ASSESSMENT

John Darter
Napa City-County Library

At the Napa City-County Library, we use a combination of assessment tools

to determine the amount of English that our students speak before match-

ing them and to aid tutors in their choice of a student. Initially, as part of the

student intake process, students fill out a Role/Goal map with help from the

Literacy Associate. This map is a graphic organizer that is based on the

Equipped for the Future Content Standards. It documents the students’

goals and aspirations in terms of the three major adult roles. These roles are

Worker, Family Member, and Citizen. In addition, we use a fourth category,

titled “Self,” to address more personal goals that overlap many categories,

such as wanting to learn to read, write, and speak in English.

The one-on-one time spent filling out the Role/Goal map helps the Liter-

acy Associate predict what category the learner may fall under in terms of

their English language ability. During the volunteer matching appointment,

the Role/Goal map is also used as an aid to help the volunteer tutor choose

a student whose goals match the tutor's interests.

For a formal assessment, we use the CASAS ESL Appraisal Form 20. As a

result of our lengthy waiting list, often 6 to 8 months, however, an assess-

ment is not conducted at the intake interview. We wait until the matching

appointment, when tutors and students are introduced to each other, to use

this formal assessment of the students' reading, writing, and speaking skills.

The Literacy Associate performs all assessments in the Literacy Office. The

CASAS appraisal is meant as an initial assessment, where the raw score is

changed into a scaled score which then determines which CASAS progress

test the students should take to more accurately pinpoint their English lan-

guage ability level. However, we only administer the initial appraisal. We do

not have the students take the CASAS progress tests, a decision based on the

belief that one hour of assessment is long enough. Many of our students

don’t have much formal education, so giving a lengthy series of tests doesn’t

make sense.

The purpose of the formal assessment is two-fold. The assessment allows

the Literacy Associate to determine which materials would be best for the

student, based on their English proficiency. The Literacy Associate then

chooses the materials that the tutor will use for instruction. The second pur-

pose is so the tutors, who are present during the assessment, can get an idea

of the ability level of these new students by watching them take the assess-

ment. In the future, we also plan to add a third component, which will

involve tracking the students’ progress through a quarterly review. We will

use these reviews to re-test the students periodically to track more accu-

rately their progress in learning English.

Currently, we place the CASAS assessment scores in the Literacy Pro

database, but without an ongoing assessment, this information serves only

to determine the students’ language ability level upon entry into the pro-

gram.
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The best part about the CASAS ESL Appraisal is the oral screening. This

screening allows the Literacy Associate to stop the testing process if the stu-

dents are unable to answer the initial six oral questions. If the students can’t

score high enough when answering the initial six questions in English, then

they don’t take the rest of the test. This puts them at a pre-beginning level,

and appropriate materials are chosen for instruction.

I’ve found that the scaled scores are reasonably accurate, and that the

instructional materials chosen as a result of the scores tend to be right for

the student. The exception to this is when I'm looking for four or five stu-

dents at the same level in order to create a small group. Even when students

are at a pre-beginning level there is a wide variation in reading, writing, and

speaking skills within this category. Some students may not be able to speak

any English because they are nervous, but when they get to know their

tutor, we discover that they are higher than the assessment showed. This is

not a problem in a one-to-one setting because you can simply go to a higher

level book, but, when there is a group of four or five, this option is not so

readily available.

We have used the CASAS ESL Appraisal for over two years now; it is the

most accurate and concise assessment tool that I have found.

WHY WE ASSESS STUDENTS

Elisa Henderson
Riverside County Library

It is important to look at the whole student when they come into the pro-

gram. Assessment helps the assessor gain an understanding of the student

on various levels. Unlike tests in schools, assessments are not graded or used

to make the learner feel unintelligent. Assessments help the learner and the

assessor see what knowledge they already possess and at what level they

need to begin working.

Each of the assessments in our folder is designed to help the assessor get

a holistic view of the student’s experiences in education. It is up to the asses-

sor to read between the lines and find the person behind the testing tools.

As the assessor, it is your job to grasp an understanding of the level of

knowledge a person has about grammar, spelling, oral interpretation, writ-

ten expression, comprehension, and the ability to follow directions. The

assessor must look at these skills as they administer each test.

It is important for the person giving the assessment to ask questions of

the potential student. Knowing a student's background will help the asses-

sor understand the reasons behind the goals that the learner will set. It is

also imperative that the learner feels that their input into this process is

important. This is a learner-centered program, and what the learner brings

to the table will make their participation in the program a success.

The series of assessments range from one to five and include various lev-

els of skills. Assessment One will help the assessor learn how the student

has progressed thus far in society as well as give the assessor a chance to ask
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questions about the learner's past experiences. Assessment Two will cap-

ture how much basic information, such as names of letters and sounds, the

learner knows prior to tutoring. It will also help the tutor find out if they

know basic concepts of the English language, e.g. consonants and vowels.

Assessment Three will give the assessor an approximate reading level for

the student and give them information on how well they read aloud.

Assessment Four will give an accounting of how well the learner writes,

spells, and comprehends directions. Assessment Five will assist the asses-

sor in understanding how well the student can grasp concepts that are

unique to the English language. It can also be used to judge knowledge of

word meanings.

Overall, the assessment process is beneficial to the tutor in helping him/

her obtain a better understanding of the student. Once this knowledge is

acquired, the assessor can help the student achieve goals that center on

their personal beliefs. If assessed properly, the student can set realistic goals

and achieve them in a timely manner.

SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY LITERACY PROGRAM

By Lorrie Mathers
San Bernardino County Library

San Bernardino County Library does an overall reading assessment to deter-

mine basic aptitudes of the student and a starting point for the learning team.

I stress to all of my new (and old!) staff members that when a learner comes

in to be assessed, they are to practice sensitivity. A potential learner is handed

a basic information form to fill out (name, address, etc.). If the learner seems

to be struggling with the form, the Specialist’s first assessment would only be

letter recognition or a very simple word list. My philosophy is this: the hard-

est thing for a person to do is to ask for help. It takes a tremendous effort for

someone to put himself or herself out there and even more to show up for

an assessment. I want their experience to be as stress-free as possible. If their

reading level were so low that they have trouble with forms, I would never

put them through the overwhelming task of reading a paragraph or short

story. A compassionate specialist will know where learners needs to begin

and with whom to match them. Their starting point is also determined by

their choice of goals following EFF models. We have created a goal sheet

with words and pictures to aid in this. We are definitely learner-centered and

each person will play a significant role in reaching his or her goals.
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SOLANO COUNTY LIBRARY LITERACY SERVICES

Joanne Wright
Solano County Library

Initial Assessment
Our students meet one-to-one with a program assistant for an initial inter-

view. Showing up and being on time are the first hurdles to cross. If a stu-

dent misses the first appointment, they must call and re-schedule. We

inform them that the program assistant is making a special trip to meet

them, and that they must call if they cannot make the appointment and/or

need to reschedule. They are given a second try, and if necessary, a third.

After that, cases are looked upon on an individual basis. Determination as to

whether the student is “program ready” needs to be made. Interview and

assessment is usually done in the library. If possible, a private meeting room

is used, but often times the interview is done in a quiet corner on the main

library floor.

Interviews generally take from 45 minutes to an hour. Conversation, i.e.

where the student lives, the library, literacy services, etc., helps determine a

student's ability to speak English. The student then provides a writing sam-

ple by completing the top portion of the data sheet—date, name, address,

telephone number. Observation is made as to the level of independence.

Students may need to copy from their driver’s license, etc. The balance of

the information is completed by the program assistant, allowing the student

free dialogue to tell their story.

Through continuing conversation about family, hobbies, etc., staff gathers

information helpful in making a good match. The personal role/goal map is

now presented. Discussion about the four roles each of us have in our lives,

the existing strengths we possess and the areas of improvement helps stu-

dents to focus on what they hope to accomplish in the next three month

period. Multiple goals are placed in order of importance. Existing skills are

rated by the learner on a scale from 1–9. After having completed the data

sheet, observing writing skills, education level, etc., the program assistant

selects the tool appropriate to begin assessment. Beginning ESL students start

with listening, progress to speaking, then to reading. Listening exercises

allow the student to point to a picture when an object is named. Ex: Where

is the dog? Where is the house? Speaking exercises include: What is this?

What is she doing? Reading of the alphabet and sounds helps determine the

student's reading abilities. These exercises are from the “Where to Start”

guide from Litstart (Michigan Literacy Inc.) More advanced students start

with reading and comprehension exercises. The student is asked to read-

aloud one or more of four stories from Litstart. The program assistant offers

(or the student may select) one or more stories to be read. Word attack skills,

pronunciation, and fluency are observed. Comprehension questions may be

presented to determine clear understanding. We explain to the student that

this is not a test, but to help the program assistant to select materials at the

appropriate level—not too easy, not too hard.
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Next, the San Diego Quick Quiz is presented (one level per envelope—

one word per card). The program assistant offers the student the level of

cards appropriate in difficulty (or if in question, a level lower). The ability to

identify words out of context is observed and pronunciation difficulties

noted. Checking for understanding, learners are asked to describe what a

word means, or use it in a sentence. When two words are missed at a spe-

cific level, the threshold has been met.

Taking into account each of these pieces of the assessment, a level is

determined. ESL Beginning (Low, Intermediate, & Advanced) or Basic Lit-

eracy Beginning (PP, P, 1, & 2); Intermediate (3, 4, & 5); Advanced (6 & 7).

This is by no means a scientific assessment. We consider it to be a “seat of

the pants” tool, holistic in nature, however usually quite accurate. A draw-

back might be that two or more different staff people are doing the assess-

ments. It is important that consistency be achieved.

This assessment information is available to tutors beginning to work with

a specific student. Tutors may have a preference of a certain level student. It

is a starting point from which the pair can work. We always encourage the

pair to start with something easily accomplished and progress to the more

challenging. Only level is entered into our computer system (LitPro). No

assessment tools are entered.

Ongoing Assessment
Currently, our ongoing assessment is performed by the pair through a port-

folio collection. Part II of our tutor training explains the importance of

developing the portfolio. Pairs are encouraged to date and save samples of

work that relate to desired goals. These samples are used in the periodic

assessment as evidence of gains toward goals, or goals met. 

Each lesson should end with an assessment of that day's lesson. What

worked? What the next lesson should include? Together the pair discusses

and plans their next lesson.

Periodic Assessment
After three months of meeting, a progress review is scheduled with the pair.

A program assistant contacts the pair to set up an appointment (during one

of their regular tutoring sessions) to facilitate feedback on learning. Progress

reviews are an opportunity to clarify the student's goals, to review samples

of work from the portfolio collection, and to assist with identifying goals for

the next three months. This evaluation opens dialogue about the meeting

schedule and how the sessions are going. Goals are reviewed (EFF concepts

in mind). Often, it may help the pair to keep (or get back) on track. Together

an action plan is developed and suggestions for new materials may be

offered. This is a great chance for both the tutor and student to pull back

from weekly sessions, discuss gains made/goals met, and focus on their

future direction. Overall, a good time for feedback from all partners.

At six months another progress review is scheduled. In addition to the

three month process, we inquire about the pair's future plans. Now that the

six month commitment has been met, do they plan to continue?
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Conclusions: Our assessment tools help us to determine in what area/s our

students are strong, as well as those that need improvement. Adults tend to

be very unbalanced in their skills. Simply because a learner reads and writes

well does not mean they have equally developed oral abilities, or vice versa.

With these results we can aid our tutors with the necessary information to

make their lessons meaningful. Adults find time for lessons only when they

receive what they need. Information gathered from the role/goal map,

along with listening, speaking, reading, and writing skill levels allow the

new tutor to step into this partnership with the appropriate materials and at

the appropriate level.
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This case study is loosely based on an actual student at READ/
Orange County whose name has been changed. 

Step One—Jan. 6: 
Clyde contacts program & schedules appointment.

Clyde calls the READ/Orange County Office on January 6th to ask for help

with reading. He speaks with Joji, the Office Specialist. Joji tells Clyde that

the next step is a two-hour assessment that will help his tutor figure out

how to help him reach his literacy goals. Clyde agrees to be assessed, and

Joji proceeds to note Clyde’s address and daytime and evening phone num-

bers. He makes an appointment for Clyde’s assessment on January 22, ten

a.m., at the Los Alamitos Library, which is the nearest branch to Clyde’s

home. Joji stresses that he should call the READ/Orange County office if he

is unable to keep the appointment, and he tells him that Tricia, the person

who does assessments, will be waiting for him near the reference desk.

Clyde mentions that it was a librarian at the Los Alamitos Library who told

him about the adult literacy program.
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Step Two—Jan. 22: 
Clyde meets Tricia for a skills assessment.

Tricia has called Clyde to confirm their appointment, and she is standing at

the reference desk when he arrives. They go into the community room,

which Tricia has booked in advance, since Los Alamitos is not one of the

branches where READ/Orange County has an established literacy center.

Tricia explains that the purpose of the assessment is to help Clyde and his

tutor plan their lessons so that he can accomplish what he wants. She asks

the questions on the Learner Intake form and talks to Clyde about his

goals. Clyde tells Tricia that he wants to learn to read better so he can apply

for a promotion at work. He is a fork lift operator, and he wants to take the

test to be promoted to supervisor. He also tells Tricia he’d like to learn to use

email at work Tricia writes down both these goals on a Role/Goal map.

Then they complete the Skills Assessment. After that, Tricia explains the

Learner Contract to Clyde, and he signs his name . 

Tricia tells Clyde there is a list of learners waiting for tutors, and it may

take a while until he is matched. In the meantime, she encourages him to

attend monthly meetings of READ/Orange County’s Learner Council. She

explains that learners, both matched and waiting, meet to discuss a topic of

current general interest and also to write about it. Often their meetings

begin with a potluck lunch shared with volunteers who are about to finish

tutor training and are eager to meet real students.

Tricia writes down for Clyde the name and number of Shenikka, the

Learner Support Coordinator. She tells him that Shenikka calls learners

every month to hear how they are feeling about the program. After her

appointment with Clyde, Tricia makes two copies of his In-take form. One is

for Shenikka who will add Clyde to the learner waiting list and keep in

touch. The other is for Shereen, the Volunteer Support Coordinator, who

will contact Clyde when she has found a tutor for him. The original Learner

Intake form and the assessment results go to the Literacy/Technology spe-

cialist for entry into the program database and placement in a learner folder.

Step Three—Feb. 1: 
Shenikka calls Clyde. 

During her monthly follow-up phone calls to learners, Shenikka calls Clyde

to assure him he’s not forgotten and confirm he is still available. She lets

him know he will be matched with a tutor as soon as possible.

Step Four—Feb. 23: 
A tutor is found for Clyde.

It’s the last day of the Tutor Training Workshop. Each volunteer who has

completed training receives a folder about a learner who matches his or her

preferences. They are invited to meet with one of the program team mem-

bers immediately after the training ends to discuss the placement, or to take

the folders with them and call for either a telephone discussion or an

appointment. Hank is one of the volunteers who decides to stay. He reviews
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the assessment results and role/goal map in Clyde’s folder and then talks

about it with Marcia, the program administrator. Hank agrees to call Clyde

the following week to introduce himself and arrange their first meeting. 

Step Five—Feb. 25: 
Clyde gets the news.

Shereen, the Volunteer Support Coordinator, calls Clyde with the news that

she has a tutor available to meet with him. She tells Clyde he will receive a

call from Hank within a week. Clyde sounds excited about it. Shereen com-

pletes the paperwork: a data entry form to record the new match and

updates tutor and learner files. 

Step Six—Feb. 28: 
Clyde and Hank schedule first meeting.

Hank calls Clyde to introduce himself. They agree to meet at the Los Alami-

tos Library on March 2 at 6:00 pm. They exchange phone numbers so they

can contact each other in case one of them is unable to keep the appoint-

ment. 

Step Seven—March 2: 
Clyde and Hank meet.

Hank has booked the library’s community room so that he and Clyde can

meet there. They spend some time getting to know each other. Clyde says

he’s a widower who helps care for one grandchild. Hank explains that he is

retired now, but he used to work for a development company that built

shopping centers. He demonstrates his familiarity with some of the issues

Clyde faces in construction work, such as weather, safety, budget compro-

mises, and government regulations. 

Hank shows Clyde how they can work toward the goals recorded on the

role/goal map. He explains the importance of breaking long-term goals into

short-term goals that are SMART:

Specific, Measurable, Action-oriented, Realistic, and Time bound. 

The two agree to meet every Tuesday from 6-8 pm. They set norms for

their tutoring sessions, such as being on time and calling if they cannot

attend a session. They confirm phone numbers and establish a “wait time”

so that each knows how long to wait if the other is late. Hank prepares les-
son plans.

Step Eight—April 5: 
Shenikka calls Clyde.

This time, when she is making her monthly learner contacts, Shenikka calls

Clyde to see how he is feeling about his tutoring. Clyde says that he really

likes his tutor and the materials they are using. Shenikka tells Clyde when

the next Learner Council meeting is and urges him to come. She says the
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topic is voting and that there will be a guest speaker to explain the issues in

the upcoming local election and answer questions. 

Step Nine—May, June: 
Hank submits monthly reports.

Hank can drop off his monthly report at the READ/Orange County office,

e-mail it, fax it, or mail it. He is eager to communicate his excitement about

tutoring and understands that the program needs to have documented suc-

cess in order to exist.

Step Ten: 
Clyde and Hank complete 50 hours of tutoring

A few months after tutoring began, Clyde attends a Learner Council meeting

and receives a certificate for completing 50 hours of tutoring. He is told

that Hank will receive a tutor certificate in the mail. When Shenikka, the

Learner Support Coordinator, makes her monthly call to Clyde, she congrat-

ulates him on the fifty hours and tells him that in January he will receive an

invitation to the annual READ/Orange County event where all the

learners and tutors and the program team celebrate their accomplishments

of the year. Shenikka also reminds Clyde that Tricia will soon be scheduling

a time with him to do a follow-up assessment. She says that he will be doing

the same tests as before and adds that most learners really enjoy discovering

how much easier the tests are after just a few months of tutoring. Clyde asks

if Hank will be there during the tests, and Shenikka tells him that usually Tri-

cia meets with learners before the tutors arrive, so that the three of them can

then talk about the results together. Clyde confides in Shenikka that he plans

to sign up for the next supervisor exam at his company, and he assures

Shenikka that he is grateful for his tutor and hopes that Hank will be able to

continue working with him for a long time. 
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This chapter describes four copyrighted commercial assessment packages

which contain tests for multiple skills. Of course, programs have the option

to use whichever parts of the package they wish, but they do have to pur-

chase the entire package. For this reason, these packages are presented as

“multi-skill assessments.”

� WADE (Wilson Assessment of Decoding and Encoding)

� READ (Reading Evaluation Adult Diagnosis)

� LITSTART: Where to Start Placement Guide

� Bader Reading and Language Inventory

In addition, this chapter includes two assessment recommendations that

can be copied/adapted by other programs. The “Reading and Writing Assess-

ment” was developed by a CLLS program, and the “Informal Placement Test”

is out of print. Neither of these lend themselves to being separated into indi-

vidual skills.

� Reading & Writing Assessment

� Informal Placement Test
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Name of Tool: WADE (Wilson Assessment of Decoding and Encoding)

Recommended by: Read/Orange County, Orange County Public Library

Contact Person: Marcia Tungate, Literacy Services Program Administrator
(714) 566-3070
mhtungate@ocpl.org

Source: Wilson Language Training
175 West Main Street
Millbury, Mass. 01527-1915
(800) 899-8454 (508) 865-5699
www.WilsonLanguage.com
WADE: $30.00

Description: WADE, the updated assessment tool from Wilson Language Training,
provides a thorough inventory of learners’ skills in phonemic
awareness, decoding skills, word recognition, and spelling. 

Indicators of the appropriateness of the Wilson Reading System for
instruction include:

letter/number reversals

frequent guessing 

weak sound/symbol knowledge

frequent errors in oral reading

good reading comprehension if words are read correctly

good listening comprehension

poor phonological awareness

weak decoding skills

significant spelling deficiency

oral language difficulties (word retrieval, stuttering, articulation,
etc.)

poor handwriting

The Wilson Reading System‘s wide array of instructional materials and
highly structured approach have been popular since the the early
1990’s with a number of CLLS programs throughout the state
including Chula Vista, Ventura County, Contra Costa County, San Jose,
and others.
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Why does your program use this tool? 

Many of the students who come to our program exhibit the
characteristics commonly associated with dyslexia, sound sequencing
difficulties or other language processing difficulties. By using this tool
in the assessment, we can place our students with the most effective
tutor for their particular issues.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We can identify whether the student has an awareness of
sound/symbol relationships, whether s/he can identify separate
sounds within a word, and whether s/he has a phonemic awareness of
the English sound system.

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

If the intake assessment indicates a need for it, we place the student
with a tutor trained in the Wilson method. We find this an effective
tool for use with students who exhibit the characteristics commonly
associated with dyslexia, sound sequencing and other language
processing difficulties. The students who benefit from this program
respond well to a highly structured, rule laden, systematic approach
to learning. 
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Name of Tool: READ (Reading Evaluation Adult Diagnosis)

Recommended by: Literacy Volunteers Huntington Beach Public Library

Contact Person: Rose Saylin, Reading Specialist
(714) 375-5102
lvahv@aol.com

Source: New Readers Press
online catalog: www.newreaderspress.com
(800) 448-8878
READ Test: $10
Trainer’s Script: $2.00, Trainer’s Audio Cassette: $8.00

Description: Part 1: sight words
Part 2: word analysis (letter identification, phonics, decoding skills)

Part 3: reading/listening (4 reading passages at five levels of difficulty to

determine oral reading fluency and comprehension)

Why does your program use this tool?

This short test shows what mistakes a student makes while reading.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

This test shows how well the student knows basic phonics, sight
words, short vowels, digraphs, blends, and multisyllabic words. It also
shows how well a student comprehends short passages of text. Levels
are beginning to grade five equivalent.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results help tutors establish a starting point for planning
instruction and selecting materials.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Rose’s description of the Huntington Beach program’s

learner assessment process.
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Name of Tool: LITSTART: Where to Start Placement Guide

Recommended by: Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County Library
(also recommended by Solano County Library Literacy Services)

Contact Person: Kathie McDonald, Tutor/Student Literacy Coordinator
(925) 927- 3250
kmcdonal@ccclib.org

Source: Michigan Literacy, Inc.
2157 University Park Drive, Suite #4
Okemos, MI 48864
http://www.MichiganLiteracy.org (info & online purchasing)

Description: Michigan Literacy, Inc. is the state affiliate office for Laubach Literacy
International and Literacy Volunteers of America. It develops tutor
training materials and curriculum for dissemination throughout
Michigan and the nation.

$1.50 for LITSTART’s Where to Start Placement Guide—includes both
a tutor and a student version. The assessment has 5 components:
informal interview, reading selections, writing exercise, spelling
exercise, and letter identification. 

Also available is the LITSTART book, now in its 3rd edition. The cost is
$16.95 plus shipping, and the Placement Guide is included with each
book. According to Michigan Literacy, Inc.’s website, LITSTART
lessons focus on personal goals and individual learning styles. The
book includes over 60 pages of word lists as well as sample lesson
plans, skill check lists, tutoring tips and teaching strategies for the
following topics: reading, spelling, writing, ESL.

Why does your program use this tool?

LITSTART is our least threatening assessment tool. The page with
letters of the alphabet in random order and in large print is a good
starting point if I have reason to think a student may have few or no
reading skills. The format is easy on the eyes, and if a student succeeds
in naming the letters and knows some sounds, we can go on to the
first story. If the student is not successful with the letter page, I can
tell there is no point in asking for a reading demonstration.

When we do move on to the first LITSTART story, often students can
read it, even after telling me they don’t read at all. The large print,
double spacing, and illustration make the page look “beginner
friendly.” The content is adult oriented, but there are only six
sentences, each on a separate line. With some students, we use the
Challenger or Voyager placement tests, but all four of LITSTART’s
stories are easier.

Whenever a spelling test seems appropriate—often because a student
tells me something like, I read pretty well but my spelling is awful—I use
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the words in the LITSTART placement guide. It covers common
spelling patterns and rules: CVC (consonant-vowel-consonant), simple
digraphs, double L rule, consonant blends, long vowel spellings, 
r-controlled vowels, double vowels, rules for adding suffixes -ing and 
-ed to basewords.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

I can quickly identify students who lack even the most basic phonics
skills (single letter & digraph /sound correspondence).

Usually (though not always), I conclude that a student who claims to
be a non-reader actually does have some sight vocabulary and
decoding skills (demonstrated by successfully reading a simple story).
I also verify whether or not a student can demonstrate
comprehension of a simple story successfully read. 

From the spelling test results, I find out how much phonics and which
spelling “rules” a student is able to apply. 

How do you use the results to help your learners?

When someone lacks even the most basic phonics skills, or when the
first LITSTART story is about the student’s instructional reading level,
I usually introduce either the Wilson Reading System or Reading

Revolution, or both. I’m trying to figure out which would be more
appealing to this particular learner.

When someone demonstrates really poor spelling skills (even though
not a beginning reader), I introduce the Wilson Reading System as one
way to learn phonics in depth because both spelling and reading skills
will improve. Students who want to do this usually progress very
quickly through the Wilson materials. Other students prefer to work
on spelling using such materials as All Spelled Out by Betsy Rubin
(Contemporary Books). Because of the spelling test, I can let the
student’s tutor know which aspects of spelling to focus on.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Kathie’s description of the Contra Costa program’s

assessment process.
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Name of Tool: Bader Reading and Language Inventory by Lois Bader

Recommended by: Read/San Diego, San Diego Public Library

Contact Person: Nancy Norcross, Literacy Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(619) 527-5478
nnorcross@sandiego.gov

Source: Prentice Hall, Publisher
http://vig.prenhall.com/catalog/academic/product
online information and purchasing
$35

Description: According to the website, this tool “includes interest inventories,
graded word lists, graded reading passages, developmental spelling
diagnostics, cloze tests, and guidelines to evaluate writing expression
and arithmetic. . .”

READ/San Diego uses these sections:

1. Visual Discrimination—students circle letters or words that
match given letters or words. Example:

saw mas saw was sam saw

2. Phonics and Word Analysis Inventory—includes letter
identification, phonics, compound words, prefixes & suffixes,
decoding multi-syllabic words (each part given when deemed
appropriate)

3. Arithmetic—addition, subtraction, multiplication, division,
counting, fractions, decimals, word problems

For word recognition assessment, READ/San Diego recently replaced
the Bader word lists with the revised Slossen Oral Reading Test
(SORT).

Why does your program use this tool?

We use the visual discrimination test to detect learning differences
and /or indicators of possible Irlen Syndrome. We’re alert to such
behaviors as erasing a lot, matching letter by letter or word by word,
and taking excessive time to complete the test.

We use the phonics and word analysis inventory to determine
students’ level of decoding skills. Often only part of the test is given.

Students are given the option to take the arithmetic test or not,
depending upon whether or not they are requesting a tutor’s help
with math.
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What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

From the visual discrimination test, we might conclude that a student
has a tracking problem or some other perceptual difficulty that will
impact reading improvement. From the phonics test, we might
conclude that one learner needs multisensory intensive phonics
instruction while another needs to focus on comprehension. From the
arithmetic test, we might conclude that because a student relies on
finger counting, transposes numbers, and requires an excessive
amount of time to process the information, learning differences will
make instruction challenging .

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We can recommend multisensory techniques and activities like word
searches for a student who needs help tracking words on the page. We
can recommend programs like Words, the Wilson Reading System,

Prescriptive Spelling, and Flipping Phonics for students who need to learn
phonics and language structure. We can recommend manipulatives
like coins, toothpicks, and chips as well as books like Number Power for
students who have difficulty with arithmetic.
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Name of Tool: Reading & Writing Assessment

Recommended by: Reading Program for Adults, 
Ventura County Library Services Agency

Contact Person: Hedy Miller, Adult Literacy Manager
(805) 641-4452
adult_litvc@hotmail.com

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We use this tool to get a sense of how well a learner already reads and
writes. It works for us because we employ experienced reading
teachers as site coordinators who test learners, match them with
tutors, and serve as a resource during tutoring. We believe this
assessment takes advantage of our staff’s expertise and is more
insightful, flexible, efficient, and learner friendly than more
traditional tests. The reading selections are increasingly complex in
terms of sentence length, number of multi-syllable words, and story
details. When used for ongoing assessment, we expect students to read
and understand increasingly complex passages and write increasingly
skillful summaries.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

Because of their expertise, our site coordinators are able to use the
results of this assessment to get a sense of the severity of a learner’s
difficulty with decoding words, memorizing words, comprehending
text, and writing. They accomplish this by carefully observing reading
behaviors and skillfully identifying the types of errors learners make.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Once a site coordinator has a sense of a learner’s reading ability and
knowledge of this learner’s literacy goals, she recommends materials
and activities for the learner and tutor to use as a starting point for
instruction. At the very least, the site coordinator can now choose the
appropriate level of a specific curriculum. At best, every effort is made
to provide materials and suggest activities directly related to a
learner’s specific goals and interests, but that are also at an
appropriate instructional level. For example, a learner wants to read
to her children. If this learner demonstrated extreme difficulty with
reading the assessment’s easiest story, the site coordinator might
recommend the Wilson Reading System and suggest the tutor select
simple children’s pattern books for the learner to practice reading
(using memory and picture and context clues, just as a child typically
begins to learn to read).
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Name of Tool: Informal Placement Test

Recommended by: Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County Library

Contact Person: Kathie McDonald, Tutor/Student Literacy Coordinator
(925) 927- 3250
kmcdonal@ccclib.org

Source: Handbook for Volunteer Reading Aides by Martha Lane
May be used/adapted by other programs (out of print)

Note: The first section of this test is an informal interest inventory. That
section is included in Chapter 5, Learner Self-Assessments.

Why does your program use this tool?

We want out tutors to have a simple and comfortable way to begin the
tutoring process. We demonstrate giving the placement test during
our tutor training, and give a copy of it to the tutor when we sit down
to talk about a potential match with a learner. The new tutor/learner
pair can begin to get acquainted, and the tutor can become familiar
with what the learner does/does not know BEFORE the actual
teaching begins.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

Not many that we haven’t already drawn! The tutor/student
coordinators have already done a more thorough assessment with
each learner. This placement test is for having the tutor/learner pair
meetings begin comfortably, and for the tutor to begin to observe
teaching issues that may come up.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We hope they begin to be comfortable with assessment, as a way of
finding out what needs to be taught, rather than as a test to determine
whether someone has passed or failed. If there are things learners
don’t know or can’t do, we encourage tutors to say, “That’s why you
came! That’s what I can help you learn.” 

Note: Chapter 2 contains Kathie’s description of the Contra Costa program’s learner

assessment process.
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C H A P T E R 5

Learner 
Self-Assessments

Setting and Achieving Goals

Interests & Talents

Learning Style Preferences

Learning Difficulties

Irlen Syndrome 

Learner Intake Forms

SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tools: Role map
Tutor Training and Goal-Setting Module based on 
Equipped for the Future

Recommended by: Berkeley Reads, Berkeley Public Library

Contact Person: Amy Prevedel, Literacy Coordinator
(510) 981-6299
prevedel@hotmail.com

Source: These tools may be used/adapted by other programs. For additional
information about Equipped for the Future, go to the nifl.gov website. 
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Home/Family Work

Self Community

What do you want 
to learn about 

or be able to do?



SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Self-Assessment

Recommended by: Chula Vista Literacy Team, Chula Vista Public Library

Contact Person: Patrice O’Halloran, Literacy Coordinator
(619) 585-5773
pohallor@chulavista.lib.ca.us

Source: Literacy Solutions (copyright 1997) 
Printed here with permission; may be copied/adapted by other
programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We use this tool to help a learner define his goals and to help tutors
determine topics for lessons and materials that would be of interest to
the learner. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We understand the learner’s goals and can design a suggested
curriculum for the tutor.

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

Learners benefit from the process of defining their goals. We use this
form in the post- assessment and this form makes it easy to demon-
strate progress to both the tutor and learner. 
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Annual Survey (plus cover letter)

Recommended by: Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County Library

Contact Person: Karin Madura-Carroll, Tutor/Student Literacy Coordinator
(925) 754-8317
kmadura@ccclib.org

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

We developed this survey as a way to get some measure of our
learner’s progress. We had no process in place and limited staff time.
We also had a very old database and needed to expand our
demographic information. We send out a short survey to the tutor
once a year. This survey is completed by the tutor and learner together
during a tutoring session, and is returned to the program office. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

When the surveys are completed and returned by the tutor and
learner pair, they are tallied and a report is written. We then have a
count of the learner’s goals or progress achieved in the past year, their
current goals, materials used, length of learner’s time in the program,
reason for learners leaving the program, the learner’s computer lab
use, as well as expanded demographic data about their educational
history, reason for enrollment, and primary and secondary languages.
We have this information for each learner as well as the program as a
whole.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results of the gathered information give us a “snapshot” of our
program for a fiscal year. This information has been extremely
valuable for grant writing, fundraising, program planning and noting
trends in learner demographics. 

On an individual basis, it is an opportunity for the tutor/learner
pair to look back over the past year and note their progress and re-
evaluate their future goals. We remind the pair to take time to
celebrate their achievements. The word “survey” is not threatening to
the student or tutor and the activity is deemed positive and useful,
and so we have an 80% return rate. The remaining 20% are followed
up by staff.
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of tool: Goal Assessment

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used / adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

This simple tool is part of our learner intake interview. It is a way of
encouraging a learner to set a specific short term goal (six months) and
encouraging the interviewer to document it. We help to ensure that
the goal is realistic and clear, and we make the tutor aware of it.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

We find out if a student can be helped to be more specific than simply
wanting to “read and write better.” We can determine if a student’s
motivation level is high enough that a tutor can expect the learner to
do homework and practice skills at times other than tutoring sessions.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Once we know a learner’s needs, we can use that information to select
an appropriate tutor for matching. We can also recommend relevant
materials. Even if a learner is working in a text series, we can make
sure there is supplementary material related to individual goals.
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Annual Learner Outcomes Survey 
(4 pages including cover letter and report based on survey)

Recommended by: Literacy Volunteers Huntington Beach Public Library

Contact Person: Rose Saylin, Literacy Specialist
(714) 375-5102
lvahv@aol.com

Source: This survey is adapted from the Literacy Volunteers of America
Annual Statistical Report. Included here with permission.

Why does your program use this tool?

It shows the progress that is most important to the students.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

This survey shows what people accomplish with better skills and the
help of a mentor.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

This information helps the students and tutors access their progress
and set goals.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Rose’s description of the Huntington Beach program’s

learner assessment process.
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tools: My Goal Is To:

It is important to think about your goal!

Recommended by: San Bernardino County Library Literacy Program

Contact Person: Lorrie Mathers, Literacy Coordinator
(909) 387-5730
lmathers@lib.sbcounty.gov

Source: Created in-house; may be copied / adapted by other programs 

Why does your program use this tool?

This tool is used to allow the student to determine his or her own
goals. It is done with pictures and words so that a choice can be made
in a non-threatening manner. Students are allowed to choose as many
goals as they like with the understanding that the goals will be revis-
ited in six months. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

The tutor can determine whether or not the learner has chosen real-
istic goals, although nothing is said directly to the student. It aids in
the beginning conversation between the pair. 

How do you use the results to help your learners?

It is used as a starting point for lessons. The goals can be prioritized (by
the student) and a plan made.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Lorrie’s description of San Bernardino County Library

Literacy Program’s learner assessment process.
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Role Map

Recommended by: READ/San Diego, San Diego Public Library

Contact Person: Nancy Norcross, Literacy Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(619) 527-5478
nnorcross@sandiego.gov

Source: Adapted from role maps provided on Equipped for the Future
website: 
http://www.nifl.gov/lincs/collections/eff/eff_roles.html

Why does your program use this tool?

We use this tool at group learner orientations to help learners focus on
why they decided to come for help at this time in their lives and to
model goal setting and prioritizing. Later we use this tool to
encourage tutors to stay learner-centered by continually evaluating
goals. Knowing students’ goals helps tutors choose materials to use.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

We can determine in which role a learner’s need is so great that moti-
vation to enter the doors of a literacy program occurs.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Knowing a learner’s goals, helps us select materials. For example, if
the family role is most important, we might recommend 101 Ways to

Help Your Child Learn to Read and Write by Mary & Richard Behm, or You

and Your Child’s Teacher or Your Home is a Learning Place, both by Pamela
Weinberg. If the worker role is the priority, Resumes for Dummies,

sample job applications, and mock interviewing might be appropriate.
A common goal in the community role is U.S. citizenship, and we
often recommend Citizenship: Passing the Test by Lynne Weintraub.
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Performance Tasks

Recommended by: San Mateo Literacy Program

Contact Person: Caroline Beverstock, Literacy Coordinator
(650) 522-7801
beverstock@pls.lib.ca.us

Source: LVA Connect List

Description: An example of ongoing assessment based on real-life progress.
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Taken from LVA Connect Listserve

From: <Gardenfan@aol.com>
To: <beverstock@pisinfo.org>
Sent: Wednesday, November 20, 2002 7:53
Subject: Performance task example

This is what we do to assess progress. Although our system may seem complicated, especially
because we tie it into the Washington State system and NRS, you can simplify it. Students and tutors
are very positive and get quite a lot out of this approach.

Every six months, each student gets assessed through the use of performance tasks. Each perform-
ance task is based on the goals the student stated at the beginning of instruction, and the things they
have had the opportunity to learn through tutoring. Performance tasks are developed using the
research done by Equipped for the Future (EFF.) The student's performance is described based on
the same research, and rated based on the Washington State scoring rubrics (description of perform-
ance at the various federal ESL levels). You could skip all the EFF and scoring if the assessment is
just for the student and tutor, and not for reporting purposes.

For example, Juan (an actual student whose name I haven’t changed) stated that one of his goals
was to be able to deal with all the mail he receives at home. He wanted to be able to tell what was
junk, what was important, what was timely, etc. His tutor worked with him on the skills he needed to
do this (mostly reading). They used actual mail in the tutoring lessons. After six months of working on
this and other goals, staff asked Juan what learnings he wanted to demonstrate. Juan choose dealing
with the mail (and something else I cannot remember at the moment) as has performance task. Staff
developed the task based on the dimensions of tasks and performances, and the EFF standard
"Read With Understanding." Developing the task this way allowed staff to make sure that the
performance task gave Juan the opportunity to demonstrate everything a person does when they
"read with understanding." Again, you can simplify by just choosing a real-life task that would allow
the student to demonstrate their learning.

The specific task involved giving Juan a stack of mail which he had to sort. He was asked to explain
what the categories were and why he sorted each piece the way he did. (To go further and deeper,
you can then relate his performance to the components of the EFF Standard). Most students prefer to
have their tutor present. Following the performance task the student, tutor and staff rate the perform-
ance together. Or, staff rates the performance and the three of them then discuss it. This gives
everyone a clear idea of the ability of the student to successfully accomplish the real-life task they
have been working on, as well as both what they have learned, and what they still need to learn.

Christopher J Koehler
Program Director
St. James ESL Program
804 Ninth Avenue, Seattle, WA 98104
206-382-4511
ckoehler@stjames-cathedral.org
www. stjames-cathedral.org/es



SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Roles: Skills and Areas for Improvement 

Recommended by: Solano County Library Literacy Services

Contact Person: Joanne Wright, Adult Literacy Senior Program Assistant
(707) 553-5265
jwright@snap.lib.ca.us

Source: May be copied/adapted by other programs
Based on Equipped for the Future model
To download EFF formats, go to http://www.nifl.gov and then to EFF
Collections.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Joanne’s description of the Solano County Library Literacy

Services learner assessment process.
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SETTING AND ACHIEVING GOALS

Name of Tool: Tutor/Learner Progress Report

Recommended by: Solano County Library Literacy Services

Contact Person: Joanne Wright, Adult Literacy Senior Program Assistant
(707) 553-5265
jwright@snap.lib.ca.us

Source: May be copied / adapted by other programs. 

Note: Chapter 2 contains Joanne’s description of the Solano County Library Literacy

Services learner assessment process.
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INTERESTS

Name of Tool: Informal Interest Inventory

Recommended by: Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County Library

Contact Person: Kathie McDonald, Tutor/Student Literacy Coordinator
(925) 927- 3250
kmcdonal@ccclib.org

Source: Handbook for Volunteer Reading Aides by Martha Lane
May be used / adapted by other programs (out of print)

Why does your program use this tool?

We want our tutors to have a simple and comfortable way to begin the
tutoring process. This tool helps the new tutor / learner pair get
acquainted.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

All learners have interests, desires, strengths. This tool helps tutors
recognize them so they can adapt tutoring accordingly.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We encourage tutors to take advantage of their learners’ particular
interests and desires when planning lessons.

Notes: Chapter 2 contains Kathie’s description of the Contra Costa program’s learner 

assessment process.

This Interest Inventory is the first part of an assessment package called the

Informal Placement Test, which is included in Chapter 4, Multi-Skill Tests. 
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LEARNING STYLE PREFERENCES

Name of Tool: Barsch Learning Style Inventory—Revised (copyright 2003)

Recommended by: Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County Library

Contact Person: Kathie McDonald, Tutor/Student Literacy Coordinator
(925) 927- 3250
kmcdonal@ccclib.org

Source: www.academictherapy.com online catalog
Test Kit includes 10 Inventories and 10 copies of Study Tips for $14.
Package of 100 Inventories available for $50.

Description: The Inventory, completed in 5-10 minutes, yields scores for visual,
auditory, tactile, and kinesthetic learning styles. The Study Tips
component gives guidelines on how to maximize individual learning
styles (description comes from online catalog).

Sample question: Do you play with coins or keys in your pockets. Often? Sometimes?
Seldom? 

Why does your program use this tool?

We ask our tutors to do this with their learners because it can give
both tutor and learner some insight into the most effective
teaching/studying techniques for each individual learner. Many of our
tutors are strongly visual while many of our learners are strongly
tactile/kinesthetic. We try to encourage both the tutor and the student
to think “outside the box.” The whole learning style idea is an
attempt to have learners identify their own strengths and learn how
to utilize them to master and remember things that they had trouble
with during their school years.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

All learners benefit most when all three modalities are addressed, but
if a learner’s strength is identified, there can be a special effort to capi-
talize on that strength to make learning easier.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We encourage tutors and learners to play with ways to learn and
remember ways that are new to them. We suggest that they get
familiar with the icons in Gail Murphy Sonbuchner’s Help Yourself: How

to Take Advantage of Your Learning Style and use the icons to to identify
valuable study techniques. Or they can use the 1999 edition of
LitStart: Strategies for Adult Literacy and ESL Tutors (pages 19 & 20).
Maybe a learner needs to touch the page or clap the syllables or listen
to the spelling words on tape while she jogs. Maybe he needs to
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picture things in color or form letters with clay or use hand signals to
clarify vowel sounds. Maybe someone who forgets how to spell a word
when when she looks at the letters will remember if she uses the
letters from the “deaf alphabet.” As the Tutor Exchange for Fall 2002
put it, we want tutors to ask not “How smart are you?” but “How are
you smart?” and then make good use of the answers to that question.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Kathie’s description of the Contra Costa program’s learner 

assessment process.
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LEARNING STYLE PREFERENCES

Name of Tool: Learning Style Preference Inventory

Recommended by: Literacy Program, Los Angeles County Public Library

Contact Person: Patricia Cervantes, Literacy Outreach Specialist
(626) 960-9878
patriciac@colapl.org

Source: Created in-house. May be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

We use it to get an idea of a student’s preferred learning style.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

We want to discover the student’s strongest learning style and help
tutors prepare better lesson plans.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We prepare lesson plans that involve the use of their strongest
learning styles.
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LEARNING STYLE PREFERENCES

Name of Tool: Self-Portrait Learning Style Profile 
developed by Mariaemma Willis and Victoria Hodson

Recommended by: Reading Program for Adults, 
Ventura County Library Services Agency

Contact Person: Mariaemma Willis
(805) 648- 1739
Mepw1@aol.com

Source: Learning Success Institute
http://www.learningsuccesscoach.com
(805) 648-1739

Why does your program use this tool?

The Self-Portrait quickly and simply assesses several aspects of learning
style in easy-to-understand language. It covers disposition, modality,
environment, interests, and talents. Students of all ages discover how
they learn best with this fascinating tool. We have used the Self-portrait

in many ways over the years. We’ve given them to tutors to use with
their students. We’ve given it to students to use with their children.
We’ve used it with groups of learners, including jail inmates. We’ve
had workshops for tutors and students where everyone finds out their
learning style differences.

Students immediately identify with the results and find reasons
for many of their failures to learn in traditional settings. This tool
helps students develop a new sense of pride and confidence about
their own gifts and natural abilities. Often, they become more relaxed
and approach tutoring more optimistically.

Tutors benefit from learning about their own learning styles at
the same time. Often tutor and student will have differing strengths,
but this awareness helps tutors focus on ways to tap into the strengths
of their students. Learning becomes easier and more efficient. Simulta-
neously, students discover how to apply their new awareness in many
real life situations such as the workplace. 

What conclusions can you draw from results of this tool?

The majority of students in our program that have been assessed with
this tool scored highest in the Performing, Inventing, and Thinking-
Creating Dispositions and in Visual-Picture, Tactile-Kinesthetic/Hands
On, and Tactile-Kinesthetic/Whole Body Modalities. This indicates a
real need for programs and materials that incorporate movement,
drawing, experiential, multi-media, and interaction strategies.
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How do you use the results to help your learners?

Tutors help their students understand that the results of the profile
contain the keys to their success with learning. For example, a person
who scores high in Performing is advised to take frequent breaks and
to move during a lesson; walk around while practicing new words;
bounce a ball on word cards and spell the words. A person who scores
high in Tactile-Kinesthetic/Sketching, can be taught to doodle while
listening to instructions, or “draw out” the sentence or paragraph
before writing it. In other words there are specific strategies that can
be taught for each aspect of learning style. Students who are taught
these strategies feel empowered to go forward with their learning
goals.
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LEARNING STYLE PREFERENCES

Name of Tool: Learning Modality Quiz

Recommended by: Reading Program for Adults, 
Ventura County Library Services Agency

Contact Person: Hedy Miller, Adult Literacy Manager
(805) 641-4452
adult_litvc@hotmail.com

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

It’s important for both tutors and learners to understand that people
learn differently. We encourage tutors to do this quiz with their
learners and compare their learning styles. It is included in our tutor
handbook along with suggestions for helping to make learning easier
by capitalizing on learners’ strengths.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

Any tool that helps a learner identify ways to make learning easier
and more enjoyable is valuable. This tool is a simple, quick introduc-
tion to the idea that the same information can be transmitted in
various ways, and many people will learn better with some ways and
less well with others. Although multi-sensory instruction is probably
best for everyone, there are some students who will find learning diffi-
cult without visual input, for example, or without some hands-on
component, or without a clear oral explanation (and the chance to
verbalize the learned content themselves). 

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We offer tips for helping learners with various learning style
preferences. We make manipulative materials available for tutors and
learners to use: white erase boards and markers, magnetic letters,
word cards, syllable cards, phonics tiles, playdough, etc. We have had
workshops for tutors and learners to explore their learning styles
together. 
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LEARNING DIFFICULTIES

Name of tool: Learner Priorities

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used / adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We believe that adult learners have the most knowledge about them-
selves and are often able to recognize their own difficulties. This check
list is a great tool for helping them do that. It is an attempt to make us
partners with the learner in planning instruction priorities.

What conclusions can you draw from the results?

We find out if a learner does have knowledge of his own literacy
strengths and areas for improvement. Sometimes a learner lacks confi-
dence to the point of not recognizing any literacy strengths. If it turns
out that there are strengths, these can be emphasized later after
instruction begins.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Once we know a learner’s perceived priorities, we can share the infor-
mation with the tutor so that it can guide instruction. We encourage
tutors to use the form after a few months of instruction to initiate a
discussion about progress. Does the learner, for example, still perceive
that telling about what has been read is troublesome? Is it getting
easier?
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LEARNING DIFFICULTIES

Name of Tool: Pre-Screening (for potential Wilson Reading System
students)

Recommended by: Read/Orange County, Orange County Public Library

Contact Person: Marcia Tungate, Literacy Services Program Administrator
(714) 566-3070
mhtungate@ocpl.org

Source: Wilson Language Training—used with permission (no longer in print
in this format)
May be copied / adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool? 

The answers to such questions help us determine if a student exhibits
the characteristics commonly associated with dyslexia, sound
sequencing difficulties or other language processing difficulties. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We can use the results to determine whether a student may be a likely
candidate for the Wilson Reading System.

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

If indicated, we proceed with the rest of the Wilson Reading System
assessments which analyzes in depth awareness of sound/symbol rela-
tionships and phonemic awareness.
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IRLEN SYNDROME
(also known as Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome)

Name of Tool: Self-Test

Recommended by: Project Second Chance, Contra Costa County Library

Contact Person: Kathie McDonald, Tutor/Student Literacy Coordinator
(925) 927- 3250
kmcdonal@ccclib.org

Source: Irlen Institute
5380 Village Road
Long Beach, CA 90808
(562) 496-2550
irleninstitute@irlen.com
Printed with permission from Irlen Institute; may be copied/adapted
by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

Some people have reading problems that are caused, or made worse,
by distortions in the way they perceive the printed page. Some of
these people are helped when colored overlays are used on top of the
page. This short Self-Test helps us decide if a trained Irlen screener
should work with the learner. (We have two Irlen screeners on the
staff; you must be trained by an Irlen trainer in order to do the
screening.)

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

If a learner has had her vision checked by an optometrist in the
previous years, and she is using a current eyeglass prescription if any
correction is needed, AND she reports that reading causes eye strain,
headaches, or physical fatigue, we offer to screen for Irlen Syndrome.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Some of our learners benefit from using the colored overlays that can
be obtained through Irlen screeners. After an Irlen screening, we offer
the appropriate overlays to our students at our cost. If use of the over-
lays eliminates or reduces visual distortion or allows a learner to read
for longer periods of time without strain, he, of course, keeps the
overlay(s). If they don’t prove useful in real-life reading situations,
learners may return the overlays to us. If a learner is severely affected
by Irlen Syndrome, and overlays are helpful but not sufficient, we
refer them to the Irlen Institute in Long Beach where tinted lenses can
be prescribed.

Note: Chapter 2 contains Kathie’s description of the Contra Costa program’s learner 

assessment process.
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IRLEN SYNDROME
(also known as Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome)

Name of Tool: Self-test for Irlen Syndrome 

Recommended by: READ/Orange County, Orange County Public Library

Contact Person: Marcia Tungate, Literacy Services Administrator
(714) 566-3070
mhtungate@ocpl.org

Source: Printed with permission from Irlen Institute. May be used/adapted by
other programs. For more information, contact:

Irlen Institute
5380 Village Road
Long Beach, CA 90808
(562) 496-2550 
irleninstitute@irlen.com

Why does your program use this tool? 

Many students who have been “diagnosed” as having dyslexia or
other language processing difficulties actually exhibit the symptoms of
Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome. This syndrome causes the print to
appear to move, swirl, have haloes, wiggle, and even disappear. They
may see flashes of light all over the page of print appearing to become
three-dimensional. This motion, and its subsequent difficulty in
“catching” the print causes fatigue, eyestrain, sleepiness, lack of
comprehension, and myriad other problems. Students who have this
syndrome will have extreme difficulty with reading, even though they
learn with methods that have helped other students who exhibit the
characteristics commonly associate with dyslexia, because of the print
motion. The appropriate colored overlay can effectively stop the
motion on the page, giving the student an opportunity to utilize the
tools and methods learned in tutoring classes.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

The tool identifies whether the student exhibits symptoms of Scotopic
Sensitivity Syndrome.

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

At intake every potential student, along with the assessor, completes
an observation sheet that identifies “red flags” indicating a need for
the Irlen Screening. If the observation indicates a need, the READ
licensed Screeners administer a more detailed screening to determine
a) degree of severity, b) color of overlay the student should be using.
The colored overlays issued as a result of the assessment help the print
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to “stand still” while the student is reading. They can reduce
eyestrain, fatigue, and stress created by trying to adjust to moving
print or flashes of light on the page. After using the overlay for
approximately 5 weeks, if the student reports improvement, we
recommend further testing and tinted lenses from the Irlen Institute.

A word of caution: Students should be cautioned NOT to get
their glasses tinted the color of their overlays without further testing.
The appropriate color for an overlay is USUALLY not the same as for
lenses. In the same vein, overlays should not be chosen
indiscriminately. They should be selected using the Irlen Screener,
administered by a licensed Screener, and the colors contained in the
Irlen color ranges.
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LEARNER INTAKE FORM—ESCONDIDO

Learner Self-Assessments 109



LEARNER INTAKE FORM—SAN DIEGO

110 Chapter 5
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LEARNER INTAKE FORM—SAN DIEGO
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LEARNER INTAKE FORM—SOLANO COUNTY
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C H A P T E R 6

Reading Assessments
Auditory Discrimination

Decoding Words

Language Usage

Listening Comprehension

Oral Reading Comprehension

Phonemic Awareness

Silent Reading Comprehension

Word Recognition

This chapter includes assessment tools that measure individual reading skills.

Additional reading assessments are in Chapter 4, Multi-Skill Assessments.



AUDITORY DISCRIMINATION

Name of tool: Auditory Discrimination of Word Pairs

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

This test is easy for most learners, even those who are not proficient at
decoding. However, some learners have difficulty detecting relatively
small differences in the sounds that various letters of the alphabet
represent. When this is the case, it is a good thing for a tutor to be
aware of it because learning phonics will be quite difficult—regardless
of how structured and conscientious the instruction.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

If a student succeeds easily with this test, it is likely that he or she will
be able to handle an intensive phonics program to learn decoding
skills. If, on the other hand, this test proves difficult, the learner is
likely to find intensive phonics instruction frustrating. It is important
for the tester to have his or her back to the learner when articulating
the words on the test, so that the student is not lip-reading.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

If lacking decoding skills contributes to a learner’s reading difficulties,
we explain that exposure to a systematic intensive phonics program
will usually help. If the results of this test indicate that auditory
discrimination is a problem, however, we explain that intensive
phonics instruction is likely to help some, but it may also prove too
frustrating, especially for mastering vowel sounds. We make it clear
that we can help in other ways such as helping learners develop
stronger visual memory for words and better vocabularies and helping
them develop such reading strategies as using context clues and visu-
alizing content. We might also encourage language experience stories.
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DECODING WORDS

Name of tool: Decoding Nonsense Words

Recommended by: Chula Vista Literacy Team, Chula Vista Public Library

Contact Person: Patrice O’Halloran, Literacy Coordinator
(619) 585-5773
pohallor@chulavista.lib.ca.us

Source: Literacy Solutions (copyright 1997)

Printed here with permission; may be copied/adapted by other
programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We want to see if the learner can decode unfamiliar words. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We are able to determine how much direct phonics instruction a
learner may need. 

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

We are able to design a curriculum to address the learner’s needs. We
are also able to demonstrate progress more clearly in a post-
assessment. 
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DECODING WORDS

Name of tool: Decoding Real Words

Recommended by: Chula Vista Literacy Team, Chula Vista Public Library

Contact Person: Patrice O’Halloran, Literacy Coordinator
(619) 585-5773
pohallor@chulavista.lib.ca.us

Source: Literacy Solutions (copyright 1997)

Printed here with permission; may be copied/adapted by other
programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We want to see if the learner can decode familiar and unfamiliar
words. It also gives us a sense of the learner’s vocabulary level. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We are able to determine how much direct phonics instruction a
learner may need and the level of difficulty of reading materials we
may suggest for use in lesson plans. 

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

We are able to design a curriculum to address the learner’s needs. We
are also able to demonstrate progress more clearly in a post-
assessment. 
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DECODING WORDS

Name of tool: Nonsense Words

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

Trying to read nonsense words (which we tell them are “pieces of
words”) is likely to be an unfamiliar experience for learners, but it is
an excellent method for determining which phonics patterns have
been internalized and which have not. Even tutors see the test as
intimidating at a glance, but most quickly discover that they actually
can read these “non-words” logically—simply by using their good
reader skills (skills they probably did not consciously realize they
have).

What conclusions can you draw from the results

It would be a rare student who attempts every word on the list and an
even more rare student who reads the list perfectly. But there is a big
difference between a result of 15 correct and a result of 2 or 3 correct.
If an adult has very little knowledge of the sound patterns of English,
he or she is virtually starting at the beginning and will probably need
an intensive phonics program with very systematic teaching. If a
student “gets the idea” of phonics, however, the inevitable gaps can be
filled in at a much quicker pace with considerable internalizing taking
place on its own.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results help us determine if a learner needs an intensive phonics
program or if the focus can be on reading for meaning with decoding
skills improving along the way in a less structured format.
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DECODING WORDS

Name of Tool: Rosenthal Diagnostic Phonics Assessment
in Learning to Read, Reading to Learn by Nadine Rosenthal (1985)

Recommended by: Adult Reading Program, Glendale Public Library

Contact Person: Mary Miller, Literacy Coordinator
mmiller@ci.glendale.ca.us

Source: Printed with permission; may be copied/adapted by other programs 

Why does your program use this tool?

We consider it to be thorough. It covers letter sounds and names, short
vowel and single syllable words up through words with prefixes and
suffixes. The reading samples are simple and easy to use. The only
drawbacks are the questions for the readings. I alter them to suit each
learner.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

There is a chart that you can mark the student’s answers on and then
results can be determined. Along with the assessment tool, the book
contains guidelines for lessons and many suggestions for specific needs
of learners based on the assessment results.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Once we know where learners are regarding reading skills, we can
place them in materials best suited for them.
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LEARNING TO READ, READING TO LEARN
Rosenthal Diagnostic Phonics Assessment (RDPA)

Evaluation Form #1

Student:

Tutor:

Date:

Notes Word Pronunciation

List #1 ran r a n

met m e t

lst grade kid k i d
level

job j o b

cup c u p

Errors sad s a d
Allowed:

hem h e m
4

win w i n

fox f o x

lug l u g

List #2 plan pl a n

belt b e lt

low 2nd trim tr i m
grade level

pond p o nd

club cl u b

Errors bath b a th
Allowed:

sled sl e d
3

film f i lm

crop cr o p

junk j u nk

List #2a flash fl a sh

chest ch e st

high 2nd print pr i nt
grade level

stomp st o mp

chunk ch u nk

Errors branch br a n ch
Allowed:

swept sw e pt
3

think th i nk

shock sh o ck

thump th u mp

ERROR SUB-TOTALS: (carry over to page 2)

ERROR TOTALS:

B
eg

. C
on

so
na

nt
s

B
eg

. B
le

nd
s

3-
le

tt
er

 B
le

nd
s

D
ig

ra
ph

s

S
ho

rt
 “

a”

S
ho

rt
 “

e”

S
ho

rt
“i

”

S
ho

rt
 “

o”

S
ho

rt
 “

u”

E
nd

 C
on

so
na

nt
s

E
nd

 B
le

nd
s

D
ig

ra
ph

s
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LEARNING TO READ, READING TO LEARN
Rosenthal Diagnostic Phonics Assessment (RDPA)

Evaluation Form #2

Student:

Tutor:

Date:

Notes Word Pronunciation

List #3 shade sh a d e

smoke sm o k e

3rd grade preach pr ea ch
level

coast c oa st

slide sl i d e

Errors trail tr ai l
Allowed:

mount m ou nt
7

grief gr ie f

stall st all

tray tr ay

phone ph o n e

clown cl ow n

sneeze sn ee z e

faith f ai th

marsh m ar sh

scrape scr a p e

prune pr u n e

shoot sh oo t

speech sp ee ch

thrive thr i v e

roach r oa ch

thief th ie f

squirt squ ir t

ground gr ou nd

spray spr ay

gloom gl oo m

stream str ea m

scold sc ol d

crude cr u d e

world w or ld

ERROR SUB-TOTALS: (carried from page 1)

ERROR TOTALS:

B
eg

. C
on

so
na

nt
s

B
eg

. B
le

nd
s

3-
le

tt
er

 B
le

nd
s

D
ig

ra
ph

s

L
on

g 
a,

 a
i, 

ay

L
on

g 
e,

 e
e,

 e
a,

 ie

L
on

g 
i, 

lo
ng

 u

L
on

g 
o,

 o
a

oo
, o

u

E
nd

 C
on

so
na

nt
s

E
nd

 B
le

nd
s

D
ig

ra
ph

s

V
ow

el
 w

/ r
, l

, w

S
il

en
t “

e”
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LEARNING TO READ, READING TO LEARN
Rosenthal Diagnostic Phonics Assessment (RDPA)

Evaluation Form #3

Student:

Tutor:

Date:

Notes Word Pronunciation V̆   C / C  V
–
V / C   V V̆    C / V es ed ing ly tion

List #4 summer sum / mer

final fi / nal

low 4th napkin nap / kin
grade level

taken ta / ken

lemon lem / on

Errors mitten mit / ten
Allowed:

driven driv / en
4

hotel ho / tel

panic pan / ic

pencil pen / cil

demand de / mand

closet clos / et

content con / tent

stupid stu / pid

punish pun / ish

List #4a admitted ad / mit ted

profiting prof / it ing

High 4th devotion de / vo tion
grade level

vanishes van / ish es

recently re / cent ly

Errors pretended pre / tend ed
Allowed:

possibly pos / sib ly
3

direction di / rec tion

passages pas/ sa ges

punished pun / ish ed

approaches ap / proach es

demanding de / mand ing

finishing fin / ish ing

probably prob / ab ly

connection con / nec tion

ERROR TOTALS:

vo
w

el

co
ns

on
an

t

co
ns

on
an

t

vo
w

el

vo
w

el

co
ns

on
an

t

vo
w

el

vo
w

el

co
ns

on
an

t

vo
w

el

__
__

es

__
__

ed

__
__

in
g

__
__

ly

__
__

ti
on
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L
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O
 R

E
A

D
,R

E
A

D
IN

G
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O
 L

E
A

R
N

R
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en
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 D
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gn

os
ti
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P

ho
ni
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ss
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en

t 
(R

D
PA

)
S

um
m

ar
y 

S
he

et

S
tu

de
nt

:

Tu
to

r:

D
at

e:

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

(6
)

# 
T

im
es

# 
E

rr
or

s
# 

E
rr

or
s 

Sp
ec

ifi
c 

A
re

as
 W

he
re
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os

t E
rr

or
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W
er

e 
M

ad
e

A
re

as
 N

ee
di

ng
 M

os
t R

em
ed

ia
l W

or
k

Ph
on

ic
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A
re

a 
Te

st
ed

Te
st

ed
A

llo
w

ed
M

ad
e

(C
ir

cl
e)

(C
he

ck
)

B
eg

in
ni

ng
 C

on
so

na
nt

s
21

6

B
eg

in
ni

ng
 B

le
nd

s
25

8
B

le
nd

s 
w

ith
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l
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s

B
eg

in
ni

ng
 D
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ra

ph
s

9
3

sh
ch
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T
hr

ee
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B

le
nd

s
5

2

Sh
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t V
ow
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30
9

a
e

i
o

u

V
ow

el
 C

om
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na
tio
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18

5
ai
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ee

ea
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V
ow
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 l,
 w

6
2

r
l

w

E
nd
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so
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nt
s

33
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E
nd

 B
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s

15
4

B
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nd
s 

w
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:
l

n
m

p
s

E
nd
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ra
ph

s
9

3
sh
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V
ow
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 w
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 “
e”

9
3

a
i

o
u
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30
9
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C

/C
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– V
/C

V
V̆

C
/V
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4
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DECODING WORDS

Name of Tool: Sound Blend Check (decoding nonsense words)

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Santa Fe Springs City Library

Contact Person: Jerry Edwards, Literacy Specialist
(562) 929-3680
literacy@santafesprings.org

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

Students who are sight word readers tend to have a difficult time
doing this exercise because the nonsense words haven’t been memo-
rized. Usually, they don’t have good decoding skills to figure out
unknown words. This test gives some of the basic sounds and allows
you to see which decoding skills your student has internalized and
which ones require teaching or review. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

In addition to beginning and ending consonant, blend and digraph
sounds, the following guidelines can be applied:

Numbers 1 – 8 test the short vowel sounds

Numbers 9, 13, and 16 test the silent e rule and the long vowel
sound

Numbers 10 – 12 test the short vowel sounds

Numbers 18 – 20 test knowledge of syllables and suffixes

It’s important to phonetically write exactly what the student
has said during testing. For example, a student might pronounce sog

with long o and hard g as in s-oe-g, or possibly with a long o and a soft g
sound (s-oe-j-e). This mistake tells you that there may be difficulty
with short o, long o or silent e. Good readers would not pronounce 
s-o-g-e with a short o. Another example is the nonsense word lat.
Learners often say l-a-t-e if they have not internalized that there
would need to be the letter e at the end to make the letter a represent
its long sound. Likewise, when a student pronounces number 9—
blime—as “blimmey,” it is clear that the relevant phonetic patterns are
not recognized.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

If these examples were real student mistakes, the tutor should watch
to see if they are repeated. Making a careless mistake doesn’t mean
the student doesn’t know the rule. However, if application of the rule
is sporadic, word attack lesson plans would include studying short o,
short a, silent e with long vowel sounds, and the “e” sound at the end
of a 2-syllable word, which is generally represented with the letter y. 

Reading Assessments 135



136 Chapter 6



LANGUAGE USAGE

Name of tool: Signs & Symbols

Recommended by: Riverside County Library Adult Literacy Program

Contact Person: Elisa Henderson, Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(909) 685-6901
elisa_lit@riverside.lib.ca.us

Source: Developed in-house; may be used/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

I developed this tool to see how well potential students are able to
think on their feet. I also use this as a way of finding out more infor-
mation about learners based on their background.

What conclusions can you draw from the results?

This assessment gives the assessor information about background
experiences that they may bring to the program. It also helps the
assessor figure out how well potential learners have survived with
their literacy skills up to the point when they asked for assistance.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

I use this tool to spark conversation that may put the learner at ease
about the assessment process as well as with the assessor. This conver-
sation may help me set up particular goals for individual students.

Reading Assessments 137



138 Chapter 6



LANGUAGE USAGE

Name of Tool: Connected Reading

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Santa Fe Springs City Library

Contact Person: Jerry Edwards, Literacy Specialist
(562) 929-3680
literacy@santafesprings.org

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

We have developed a hands-on way of finding out basically how
comfortable students are with written language. In this test our goals
are for students to manipulate words into sensible sentences and then
read their sentences accurately and fluently. This activity focuses on
meaning rather than decoding skills. Because students perceive that
there are no specific right answers, this tool does not seem to be intim-
idating. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

Once we have made sure that students can read a set of 15-20 sight
words written on individual index cards, we ask them to create a
sentence with some of the cards. We write their sentences down
exactly as students read them to us, noting differences between what
the cards say and what students say. When students need help, we
pull down a card and suggest using it, noting the need for our prompt.
If a student wants words that aren’t there, we will write one or two
on blank cards.

When this exercise seems easy, we ask for as many as four
different sentences using a variety of the words. When this exercise
proves difficult, we may stop after one or two. We discourage
sentences like: The boy is here., The girl is here., The cat is here., but there
are times when that’s all a student is comfortable doing.

The results of this exercise, along with the results of our other
tools, help us determine students’ level of literacy competence and
confidence.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Improved connected reading leads to greater comprehension because
the text focus shifts from decoding to critical thinking. Determining
the level of connected reading allows the tutor to outline specific
exercises to implement. It’s important that all exercises include
modeled reading so the student hears what fluid reading sounds like.
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LISTENING COMPREHENSION

Name of Tool: Listening Comprehension

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Santa Fe Springs City Library

Contact Person: Jerry Edwards, Literacy Specialist
(562) 929-3680
literacy@santafesprings.org

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

If a student has difficulty processing spoken language, we want to
know about it because it will definitely affect tutoring. This test deter-
mines how well a student processes spoken language and is able 

• to connect prior knowledge to the story being heard

• to recall stated facts

• to use critical thinking to predict outcomes

• to manipulate vocabulary

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

We read the stories to students and write down their answers to the
questions provided. When a student consistently needs coaching or
needs to have the story re-read before answering or has difficulty
answering at all, we conclude that direct teaching of listening skills
may be appropriate. 

How do you use the results to help your learners?

When results indicate, we recommend lessons for tutors to use that
directly target listening skills. Although we tell tutors that results may
be skewed by learners’ nervousness at the time of the initial
assessment, we encourage them to be alert to the possibility of an oral
language processing problem. We give them suggestions for coping
such as: 

• giving students more time to process information (tutors can
take care not to jump in too soon)

• asking comprehension questions about smaller segments of
text (a simple sentence at first, then gradually adding more
sentences, longer sentences, and more detail)

• teaching students to visualize as they listen
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ORAL READING COMPREHENSION

Name of tool: Oral Reading/Comprehension Assessment

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: Bud Pues workshop

Why does your program use this tool?

We can ask students to read this story silently and answer the
questions to get an idea of how well they comprehend this level of
written text. The passage is easy to visualize if students have that
comprehension skill. We can also have students read this passage
aloud so that we can identify the types of reading errors they make
and get a sense of their reading speed and fluency.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

We can determine if this passage represents a learner’s independent
reading level, instructional level, or frustration level. We gain insight
about learners’ comprehension level. When read aloud, we can tell
whether someone reads haltingly or with confidence. The types of
errors students make give us insight into whether a student lacks
decoding skills and/or sight word vocabulary.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results, along with the results of our other reading tests, helps us
recommend appropriate reading materials. 
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Oral Reading / Comprehension Assessment

Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Old Man

An old man was walking down a road. It was a cold day. 

He had on a dark brown coat. He also had on a blue hat.  

A woman who saw him said hello. She thought he did not know what

colors were pretty. But he just did not have any other clothes.

__ Where was the old man walking?

__ How was the weather?

__ What did the woman say to the man?

__ What color was the man’s coat?

__ Why did his coat and hat not match?

Number of pronunciation errors made: _____

1 error- independent reading level

2 errors - instructional reading level

7 errors - frustration level



PHONEMIC AWARENESS

Name of Tool: Phonemic Awareness

Recommended by: Chula Vista Literacy Team, Chula Vista Public Library

Contact Person: Patrice O’Halloran, Literacy Coordinator
(619) 585-5773
pohallor@chulavista.lib.ca.us

Source: Literacy Solutions (copyright 1997)
Printed here with permission; may be copied/adapted by other
programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

We use this tool when a student has a difficult time decoding real or
nonsense words. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We are able to determine how much direct phonics instruction a
learner may need and if the learner would benefit from multi-sensory
instruction. 

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

We are able to design a curriculum to address the learner’s needs. We
are also able to demonstrate progress more clearly in a post-
assessment. 
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PHONEMIC AWARENESS

Name of tool: Letter Recognition

Recommended by: Riverside County Library Adult Literacy Program

Contact Person: Elisa Henderson, Tutor / Learner Coordinator
(909) 685-6901
elisa_lit@riverside.lib.ca.us

Source: Developed in-house; may be used / adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

This is a starting point to judge to what extent students have been
exposed to letters and sounds.

What conclusions can you draw from the results?

If students can identify capital and lower case letters, as well as the
sounds associated with them, the assessor can get an idea about their
level of reading skill.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

With the results of this assessment, the assessor can judge what
learners may need to work on in the areas of pronunciation and basic
grammatical skills.
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SILENT READING COMPREHENSION

Name of tool: Reading Comprehension Assessment

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: Source unknown

Why does your program use this tool?

Prior to each passage, whether it is a single sentence or a short para-
graph, there is a question that sets the purpose for reading. Students
read to find specific answers, and often this speeds up the reading
process and enables better comprehension. We do not tell students
there is a time limit for the test.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

According to the scoring system, someone reading at an eighth grade
level can answer all of the 20 questions correctly in ten minutes. We
usually tell a student that he has “done enough” after about ten
minutes, which means most students do not complete the test. Occa-
sionally, a learner will seem to be progressing easily, but needs a bit
more time to complete the test, so we let him finish. How far one gets
on the test in ten minutes and how accurately one answers the ques-
tions are both indicators of a learner’s reading speed and comprehen-
sion skills.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results, along with the results of our other reading tests, helps us
determine an instructional level so that we can recommend
appropriate reading materials. When results warrant, we might
encourage tutors to use this format when reading with their
students—that is, setting a purpose for reading before having him
read. We encourage tutors to teach students comprehension
techniques such as scanning, visualizing, using prior knowledge, and
predicting. 
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SILENT READING COMPREHENSION

Name of Tool: Adult Reading Placement Inventory by Joseph Carter

Recommended by: READ/San Diego, San Diego Public Library

Contact Person: Nancy Norcross, Literacy Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(619) 527-5478
nnorcross@sandiego.gov

Source: May be used/adapted by other programs (out of print)

Why does your program use this tool?

We have found this test to be consistently reliable in helping us deter-
mine a student’s instructional level and helping us recommend appro-
priate tutoring materials. Since adults generally read silently in real
life, we think it is important to determine how well students can do
this. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

This test is completed independently and is not timed. Therefore, we
can observe the student to determine 

• reading speed 

• whether or not a student subvocalizes while reading (an indi-
cation of learning style) 

• how a student shows frustration (indicating it is time to stop
the test)

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The number of correct answers to questions about the passages helps
to provide a level of instruction, combined with the results of other
assessments, from which we are able to make recommendations and
select instructional materials. For example, if a student clearly demon-
strates reading comprehension problems, we may recommend Visual-
izing and Verbalizing by Nancy Bell because it helps students learn to
visualize while they read. Good readers do this unconsciously, but
many of our students need to be taught this skill directly.
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WORD RECOGNITION 

Name of tool: 1,000 Instant Words, The Most Common Words for Teaching
Reading, Writing and Spelling by Edward Fry, Ph.D.

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: Can be ordered online at www.ebookdestination.com 

Why does your program use this tool?

We use the placement test list included in this book which starts with
#1, are, and ends with #66, conditions. The test gives us measurable
results. The list includes words that appear frequently in print and are
considered sight words by the test designer, but, of course, many of
the words can be decoded if not immediately recognized. Being able
to memorize words and decode words are both important reading
skills. 

This test is discontinued when the learner misses five words in a
row, so struggle is limited, which we consider a good thing. In fact, if a
learner misses most words at the beginning of the list, we can spare
him or her the “pain” of being asked to read a selection of text. A
good feature of this test is the formula to determine where on a list of
1,000 words a learner can begin working with a tutor. For example, if,
during assessment, the last correctly read word is #10 on the list, the
learner can begin working with a tutor at word #150. We have found
that many learners enjoy building their sight vocabulary, especially
those who find phonics difficult.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

Performance on this test helps us identify learners at beginning,
middle, and more advanced levels of reading proficiency. The results
can then be verified with sustained reading of text where word
decoding and recognizing also goes on. But with text, there is a
tendency to focus more on comprehension. Hence, the value of using
both!

How do you use the results to help your learners?

When combined with text reading to evaluate comprehension, we can
recommend a starting point for instruction. We can also give the same
test as a post-test and, hopefully, show a learner measurable progress
rather than having the tutor and learner depend on their own vague
sense of improvement. 



WORD RECOGNITION

Name of tools: Laubach Reading Screening
Challenger Placement Tool: Scoring Booklet

Recommended by: Riverside County Library Adult Literacy Program

Contact Person: Elisa Henderson, Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(909) 685-6901
elisa_lit@riverside.lib.ca.us

Source: Laubach Way to Reading skillbook series
Challenger Series from New Readers Press
www.newreaderspress.com

Why does your program use this tool?

These tools are used to help find a starting reading level for students. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results?

The Challenger word list is for students reading at a higher level.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

By having students read through the word list, I am able to place
them in a workbook that would best assist them in their reading goal.
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WORD RECOGNITION

Name of Tool: Slosson Oral Reading Test (SORT)
by Richard Slosson, M.A., copyright 1963

Recommended by: Literacy Council,
San Luis Obispo City-County Public Library

Contact Person: Bernadette Bernardi, Executive Director
(805) 541-4219
bliteracy@charter.net

Source: Slosson Educational Publications, Inc.
http://www16.mawebcenters.com/slossoneducationalpublicationsinc/
productCat20447.ctlg
online information and catalog 
latest version of Word List available for $7 

Description: The SORT is a screening tool containing lists of words designed to
quickly produce a grade level reading score. Instructions for scoring
and other information can be downloaded from the website.

Why does your program use this tool?

It is quick for the tutor as an initial assessment and not intimidating
to the potential adult learner.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

We can determine reading grade level.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

We do not tell them their grade level. We can choose books and mate-
rials based on their score. It helps the learner get quickly started in our
program without having to wait for exhaustive testing results. Getting
started as soon as possible is important for adults that have struggled
so long with literacy skills.
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WORD RECOGNITION

Name of Tool: San Diego Quick Quiz

Recommended by: Solano County Library Literacy Services

Contact Person: Joanne Wright, Adult Literacy Senior Program Assistant
(707) 553-5265
jwright@snap.lib.ca.us

Source: May be copied/adapted by other programs (out of print) 

Description: This test contains 12 increasingly difficult lists of words (for a total of
120) for students to read using word recognition and decoding skills

Note: Chapter 2 contains Joanne’s description of the Solano County learner assess-

ment process.
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C H A P T E R 7

Writing Assessments
Spelling Tests

Writing Samples

This chapter contains assessments specifically for writing skills. Other writ-

ing assessments are included in Chapter 4, Multi-Skill Assessments.
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SPELLING TESTS

Name of Tool: Spelling Dictation Words 

Recommended by: Chula Vista Literacy Team, Chula Vista Public Library

Contact Person: Patrice O’Halloran, Literacy Coordinator
(619) 585-5773
pohallor@chulavista.lib.ca.us

Source: Literacy Solutions (copyright 1997)

Printed here with permission; may be copied/adapted by other
programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We want to see if the student can spell phonetic and non-phonetic
words. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We are able to determine whether a student needs to focus on phonics
to help with spelling or focus on visualization techniques to
strengthen visual memory for words—or both.

How do you use the results to help your learners? 

We are able to design a curriculum to address the learner’s needs. We
are also able to demonstrate progress more clearly in a post-
assessment. 
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SPELLING TESTS

Name of tool: Spelling Test

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

This word list contains both phonetic and non-phonetic words, so a
student has the opportunity to demonstrate both visual memory for
words and knowledge of sound/symbol correspondence and common
phonetic patterns.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

The student who spells a word like see, did and silk incorrectly lacks
strong sound/symbol correspondence knowledge. The student who
misspells words like come and have lacks a strong visual sequential
memory for words in print.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results of this test, in conjunction with our other writing assess-
ments, help us determine if a learner needs a spelling program that is
based on intensive phonics instruction such as Step by Step, published
by Learning Disabilities, Inc.
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SPELLING TESTS

Name of tool: Phonemic Awareness (for spelling)

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

We think it’s important for students to know what letters and letter
combinations represent the sounds of the English language. Good
spellers rely on both their visual memories and their knowledge of
sound/symbol correspondence. They have to be able to hear
individual sounds in sequence.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

We can begin to determine to what extent a student has knowledge of
sound / symbol correspondence.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results of this assessment, in conjunction with our other spelling
test, help us determine if a learner needs a spelling program that is
based on intensive phonics instruction such as Step by Step, published
by Learning Disabilities, Inc.
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SPELLING TESTS

Name of tool: Dolch Writing Assessment Sheet

Recommended by: Riverside County Library Adult Literacy Program

Contact Person: Elisa Henderson, Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(909) 685-6901
elisa_lit@riverside.lib.ca.us

Source: Dolch word list
Dolch word lists of most commonly used words are available for
downloading online. (You can find lots of “Dolch Word List” websites
with a Google search.)

Why does your program use this tool?

This assessment helps the assessor gauge students’ handwriting,
spelling, and listening skills. The assessor must say the word and
students must write it down on a word list sheet. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results?

With this assessment, the assessor can find out if potential students
have problems with listening, writing, or spelling skills.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Once this is assessed, students can be assigned extra books, in addition
to their main text to assist in their learning process.
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SPELLING TESTS

Name of tool: Recognition of Word Families and Rhyme

Recommended by: Riverside County Library Adult Literacy Program

Contact Person: Elisa Henderson, Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(909) 685-6901
elisa_lit@riverside.lib.ca.us

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

This assessment helps the assessor judge the extent of learners’ under-
standing of patterns in the English language. Students must rely on
memory skills to recreate lists using basic word family roots such as
“at,” “it,” “og,” etc. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results?

Students must write the words they know in a particular word family.
This gives the assessor an idea of the extent the students remember
their early education, how well they grasp the concept of English
word patterns and their memory skills.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Once this is observed, the assessor can inform the potential tutor what
may work well for this student based on their previous educational
background.
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SPELLING TESTS

Name of Tool: BGS Informal Spelling Assessment

Recommended by: READ/San Diego, San Diego Public Library

Contact Person: Nancy Norcross, Literacy Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(619) 527-5478
nnorcross@sandiego.gov

Source: Printed with permission; may be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

We think it’s important to analyze the errors students make in
spelling. Spelling the word sign correctly, for example, requires visual
sequential memory, a skill students often need to improve. The word
pad is on the spelling test because misspelling it can indicate the
student lacks phonemic awareness, has auditory or visual discrimina-
tion difficulty, or tends to reverse letters when writing. When certain
errors are repeated, patterns emerge. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

This spelling test makes clear each student’s specific spelling strengths
and weaknesses. 

How do you use the results to help your learners?

Our recommendations depend upon students’ individual writing
goals. We can teach them visualizing techniques for improving visual
sequencing memory. We can teach them letter/sound correspondence,
phonetic patterns, and spelling rules. We can teach them to use
dictionaries, computer spell checkers, and electronic spell checkers.
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WRITING SAMPLE

Name of tool: Writing Sample

Recommended by: Literacy Services, Escondido Public Library

Contact Person: Dawn Barra, Literacy Program Assistant
(760) 747- 2233
dbarra@ci.escondido.ca.us

Source: May be used / adapted by other programs

Why does your program use this tool?

A letter is a real life adult activity. It is one open-ended way of encour-
aging students to express themselves in writing. We allow only five
minutes so that students do not agonize over the activity.

What conclusions can you draw from the results

Any writing sample is a demonstration of a student’s skills in spelling,
grammar, organization, handwriting, and creative expression. We
realize the student is likely to be nervous, and therefore we consider
the results only one indication of a student’s writing ability.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

The results of this test, in conjunction with our other writing assess-
ments, help us determine what writing activities and materials to
recommend as a starting point. We also ask what real life writing
activities students want to do or do better, so that we can make rele-
vant recommendations.
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WRITING SAMPLE

Name of Tool: Writing Sample

Recommended by: READ/San Diego, San Diego Public Library

Contact Person: Nancy Norcross, Tutor / Learner Coordinator
(619) 527-5478
nnorcross@sandiego.gov

Source: Developed in-house; may be copied/adapted by other programs.

Why does your program use this tool?

We show students a picture and ask them to write about it. This gives
more structure than simply asking them to “write something,” but is
open-ended enough to allow free expression of their ideas.

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

From this writing sample, we can form preliminary conclusions about
students’ abilities in organizing and presenting ideas and describing
concrete objects and actions. We can also evaluate spelling, grammar,
sentence structure and creative expression.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

When students want to improve their writing skills we encourage
journaling and language experience. We encourage tutors to address
real life writing needs like letters, applications forms, etc. Some
students want to earn their GEDs and need practice writing essays.
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Other Assessments

Visual Acuity

English Language Proficiency Assessment

Math Assessment



VISUAL ACUITY

Name of Tool: Precision Vision Visual Acuity Test

Recommended by: READ/San Diego, San Diego Public Library
also recommended by Chula Vista Literacy Team

Contact Person: Nancy Norcross,  Literacy Tutor/Learner Coordinator
(619) 527-5478
nnorcross@sandiego.gov

Source: School Health Corporation
1-800-323-1305

Why does your program use this tool?

Obviously, eyesight affects reading ability, so we think it’s important
to address this issue.  We begin by asking the learner about experience
with eyestrain, blurriness, and the like.  We inquire about history with
glasses and the date of their last eye exam. 

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool?

Using a wall chart or large card, we attempt to find out if far-sighted-
ness or near-sightedness exists.  

How do you use the results to help your learners?

If the student describes vision difficulties, we encourage a professional
eye exam before tutoring begins. We also recommend the large print
feature of computers in our computer lab. We sometimes help
students learn how to set up a relationship with the Braille Institute
Library.
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ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY ASSESSMENT

Name of Tool: Basic English Skills Test (BEST)

Recommended by: Reading Program for Adults, 
Ventura County Library Services Agency

Contact Person: Hedy Miller, Adult Literacy Manager
(805) 641-4452
adult_litvc@hotmail.com

Source: Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL)
Attn. Laurel Winston
4646 40th Street NW
Washington, DC 20016-1859
http://www.cal.org/BEST/

Literacy Skills Testing Package: $45
contains 20 test booklets and 20 scoring sheets

Test Manual: $25
Picture Cue book: $12

Description: The BEST is designed for ESL learners at the survival and pre-employ-
ment skills level. The oral interview section assesses communication,
fluency, pronunciation, and listening comprehension by asking ques-
tions about pictures of everyday items and adult activities. The
literacy skills section assesses reading and writing skills using typical
adult real-life literacy tasks such as writing a check and reading an
appointment card.
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MATH ASSESSMENT

Name of Tool: Brigance Diagnostic Inventories by Albert H. Brigance

Recommended by: Reading Program for Adults, 
Ventura County Library Services Agency

Contact Person: Hedy Miller, Adult Literacy Manager
(805) 641-4452
adult_litvc@hotmail.com

Source: Curriculum Associates, Inc.
153 Rangeway Road
North Billerica, MA 01862
(800) 225-0248

http://www.curricassoc.com
online information and purchasing 

Description: According to the website, the Inventory of Essential Skills is widely
used to assess secondary level students or adult learners with special
needs. The math portion covers: numbers, number facts, computation
of whole numbers, fractions, decimals, percents, measurement,
metrics, math vocabulary.

$169 for the entire set of inventories including reading and language
arts and study skills (as well as math)

We use this assessment because it is a quick and fairly non-threatening way to determine where to begin the student with math instruction.  Most learners who take this test are preparing for the GED and this gives us an idea whether the student needs to start with basic math skills or is ready for GED preparation. The test takers are instructed to do the problems they CAN do and not to puzzle over those that are difficult – obviously those are the ones they need some help with.  

What conclusions can you draw from the results of this tool? 

We can determine a starting point for the learner.  The results are shown to the tutor who can easily see what to do to help the student.

How do you use the results to help your learners?

There is a post-test, so progress can be measured, though the post test is not often given.   Mostly, the learner uses the accomplishment of other goals to measure his own success.  These personal goals may be passing the math portion of the GED, work related math or consumer math.
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