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…How to Monitor Progress in Reading

How do teachers know whether their students are improving satisfactorily in reading achievement? The most common means of monitoring progress is to carefully observe students’ performance during reading instruction. As they instruct, teachers ask themselves questions. Are students demonstrating growth during the lesson? Are they mastering particular letter-sound correspondences? Are they accurate and fluent in sounding out new words? Can they read word lists accurately and swiftly? Do they read text smoothly? Do some students struggle with some aspects of the lesson? Which parts? Much can be learned by carefully observing students’ performance during reading lessons; however, it is more informative to actually measure reading performance. It is a lot like tracking weight gain. Recording the calories consumed is not as informative as climbing on the scale every day or two. The trick is finding a suitable reading achievement measure that can be given repeatedly to measure student progress. 

Norm referenced reading achievement tests will not suffice because they cannot be given repeatedly throughout the year; they require too much time to administer (taking time from instruction); they are not sensitive to reading gains over intervals of a few weeks; and, rather than measuring reading growth, they merely compare an individual’s performance to a peer group. By contrast, Curriculum-Based Measures in Reading (CBM-R; Deno, 1985) can be given frequently, take little time to administer, are sensitive to reading growth, and are well correlated with reading comprehension tests. CBM-R uses the number of words read correctly (WRC) to paint a picture of a student’s overall reading proficiency. 

Because reading aloud is such a complex endeavor requiring coordination among several cognitive processes, it serves as an index of the student’s general reading achievement and is extremely useful for monitoring a student’s response to instruction (Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 2001). Just like a person’s body temperature is one way to measure his or her general health, CBM-R can indicate whether students are progressing satisfactorily or if a problem needs to be addressed. …

Conclusion

CBM-R gives the clearest picture of students’ ongoing reading growth. It is a measure that adds significantly to the insights teachers glean from observing student performance during reading lessons. It indicates how well students are responding to current instruction, when to change instruction, and if changes have worked. Research (Fuchs, Deno, & Mirkin, 1984) shows that students with reading disabilities make stronger reading gains when teachers use CBM-R. It helps us amend instruction until it is effective.
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Common Progress-Monitoring Measures

…CBM, one approach to progress monitoring, has the most well supported measures in the research base. According to Fuchs and Fuchs (2006),
More than 200 empirical studies published in peer-review journals (a) provide evidence of CBM's reliability and validity for assessing the development of competence in reading, spelling, and mathematics and (b) document CBM's capacity to help teachers improve student outcomes at the elementary grades (p. 1).

CBM is a form of classroom assessment that 1) describes academic competence in reading, spelling, and mathematics; 2) tracks academic development; and 3) improves student achievement (Fuchs & Stecker, 2003). It can be used to determine the effectiveness of the instruction for all students and to enhance educational programs for students who are struggling (McMaster & Wagner, 2007). Finally, findings of over 200 empirical studies indicate that CBM produces accurate, meaningful information about students’ academic levels and growth, is sensitive to student improvement, and when teachers use CBM to inform their instructional decisions, students achieve better (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006).

Fuchs and Stecker (2003) warn that most classroom assessment is based on mastery of a series of short-term instructional objectives or "mastery measurement." To implement this type of assessment the teacher determines the educational sequence for the school year and designs criterion-referenced tests to match each step in that educational sequence. According to Fuchs and Stecker, problems with mastery measurement include: 1) the hierarchy of skills is logical, not empirical; 2) assessment does not reflect maintenance or generalization; 3) measurement methods are designed by teachers, with unknown reliability and validity; and 4) the measurement framework is highly associated with a set of instructional methods. CBM combats these problems by making no assumptions about instructional hierarchy for measurement, so it fits with any instructional approach and by incorporating automatic tests of retention and generalization. According to Fuchs and Fuchs (2006), CBM and mastery measurement have another significant difference:
CBM also differs from mastery measurement because it is standardized; that is, the progress monitoring procedures for creating tests, for administering and scoring those tests, and for summarizing and interpreting the resulting database are prescribed. By relying on standardized methods and by sampling the annual curriculum on every test, CBM produces a broad range of scores across individuals of the same age. The rank ordering of students on CBM corresponds with rank orderings on other important criteria of student competence. For example, students who score high (or low) on CBM are the same students who score high (or low) on the annual state tests. For these reasons, CBM demonstrates strong reliability and validity. At the same time, because each CBM test assesses the many skills embedded in the annual curriculum, CBM yields descriptions of students' strengths and weaknesses on each of the many skills contained in the curriculum. These skills profiles also demonstrate reliability and validity (p. 2).

…Conclusion and Directions for Future Research

Progress monitoring is paramount in determining if students are benefitting appropriately from the typical instructional program, identifying students who are not making adequate progress and guiding the construction of effective intervention programs for students who are not profiting from typical instruction. However, it is important to note that while CBM and other measures can be helpful tools for monitoring progress; there are some potential challenges to successful implementation. Teachers must be trained to use these assessments effectively, as well as to use the data to quantify rates of progress and, subsequently, adjust the educational program for struggling students (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Zumeta, 2008). Without that training, the usefulness of any progress monitoring-measure is greatly limited. It is crucial that schools and districts support data-driven approaches and make training available to all teachers.
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