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Issues with the Observation Survey

• Criticized for not being standardized
• Text level intervals are unequal
• Floor & ceiling effects on measures
• No bubbles to fill
• No profit; no marketing



Normal Distribution



Text Reading Level-Fall



Letter ID-Spring





Definitions

• Standardization means 
1. Administering a standard task
2. Administering this task in a standard way 

(restrict conditions of observation)
• Standardization leads to reliability
• Reliability: Getting the same results 

under the same conditions
• Not the same as “objective” tests



Standard vs Valid & Reliable

• Validity: Does the assessment measure 
what it intends to?

• Letters and words are relatively easy
• Comprehension is very difficult
• An assessment can be standardized and 

reliable but not valid



Validity

• Validation involves examining evidence to 
support a proposed interpretation of a 
survey item

• Does the survey item measure what it is 
intended to measure?
– Is this interpretation is justified? 
– Is this interpretation plausible?
– Is this interpretation appropriate?



Purposes of Assessment

• Instruction
• Accountability
• Administrative decision making
• Research
• Different assessments may be needed for 

different purposes
• What is in the best interest of the student?



Purpose of Observation Survey

• Purpose of OS is to inform instruction, not 
to measure group change

• A criterion referenced assessment; same 
assessment given in fall and spring

• Statistical properties of OS are not an 
accident

• Less straightforward to analyze than 
normally distributed measures
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Results

• Research Question 1: Does OS identify 
same students as low readers as ITBS?

• 90% of Reading Recovery students were 
identified as being among the lowest 20% 
readers by the ITBS

• Research Question 2: Do the subtests of 
the ITBS correlate with tasks of the OS in 
fall?

• RQ3: What are treatment effects



OS-ITBS Correlations-Fall



Treatment Effect
T df CI (99.6%) P

Observation Survey
LI -15.174 244 -9.07, -6.98 .000*
OWT -73.463 244 -16.21, -15.36 .000*
CAP -39.645 244 -9.82, -8.89 .000*
WV -45.734 244 -44.26, -40.60 .000*
HRSW -56.684 244 -26.15, -24.39 .000*
TRL -43.606 244 -16.54, -15.11 .000*

ITBS
Reading 23.227 196 13.40, 15.89 .000*
Reading Total 25.626 196 13.64, 15.91 .000*
Language Usage 20.700 230 13.54, 16.39 .000*
Language Total 22.472 227 11.11, 13.24 .000*
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DIBELS & OS

Although DIBELS and OS are both intended 
to measure student progress in key 
aspects of early literacy acquisition and to 
assist with identification of at-risk students, 
the two assessments are based on 
significantly different theoretical 
constructs. 



Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to determine 
correlation between subtests on the 
DIBELS and OS, correspondence in 
identification of beginning first-grade 
students at risk of reading failure, and 
instructional effects of the Reading 
Recovery early intervention (Clay, 1993) 
revealed by post-treatment testing on 
DIBELS and OS. 



DIBELS

The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 
Literacy Skills (DIBELS) (Good & 
Kaminski) consists of a continuum of 
fluency-based indicators of early literacy 
skills that are foundational and intended to 
be predictive of reading success, with 
fluency defined as degree of accuracy and 
speed of responses. 



Observation Survey

The Observation Survey reflects a 
multifaceted theory of beginning reading 
and writing with an emphasis on complex 
cognitive processing (Clay, 2002). 



DIBELS Tasks

• Fall of Grade 1
– Letter Naming Fluency
– Phoneme Segmentation Fluency
– Nonsense Word Fluency 

• Spring of Grade 1
– Phoneme Segmentation Fluency
– Nonsense Word Fluency 
– Oral Reading Fluency



Observation Survey Tasks

• Letter Identification
• Ohio Word Test
• Concepts About Print
• Writing Vocabulary
• Hearing & Recording Sounds in Words
• Text Reading Level



Research Questions

1. Are students identified by Reading 
Recovery as “having the most difficulty 
learning to read” in fall also identified as 
“at risk” using the DIBELS?

2. Do specific measures from both 
instruments of OS and DIBELS correlate 
with each other in fall, at mid-year, and at 
year-end?



Research Question 1

Around 49% of Reading Recovery students 
were identified by DIBELS as “needs 
substantial intervention” based on five 
individual performance patterns. This 
finding suggests a substantial discrepancy 
between Reading Recovery and the 
DIBELS in terms of the identification of 
students at risk.



Research Question 2-Fall



Research Question 2-Mid-Year



Research Question 2-Spring



Research Question 3

Do subtests of DIBELS and corresponding 
observation tasks of OS show similar 
treatment effects for each student group?



Research Question 3

The examination of fall to spring differences 
on the PSF and NWF scores attained by 
RR students revealed significant 
differences, with Wilks’ Lambda value of 
0.183. The RR students attained 
significantly higher scores on the PSF and 
NWF tests in the spring. This suggests 
that the Reading Recovery intervention 
made a difference for the RR students as 
revealed by DIBELS’ spring scores 



Discussion/1

This study’s findings confirm low to very high 
correlations between subtests on the 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy 
Skills and An Observation Survey, as well 
as significant treatment effects for RR 
students on both DIBELS subtests and 
OS. A problematic finding, however, is the 
difference in identification of at-risk 
students between DIBELS and OS.



Discussion/2

Differences in the identification of at-risk 
learners between the DIBELS and the OS 
are related to the alternative theories of 
reading acquisition inherent in the two 
measures. DIBELS focuses on discrete 
skills considered predictive of future 
success (statistically determined).  The OS 
focuses on both specific skills and more 
complex processing strategies ascribed to 
mature reading and writing. 



Discussion/3

More specifically, while the DIBELS appears 
to assume that the acquisition of discrete 
skills (e.g., the alphabetic principle) 
causes later success; the OS is 
constructed to allow assessment of the 
complexity of literacy behaviors (reading 
and writing behaviors) considered 
paramount from the earliest acquisition 
phase and necessary for ongoing, 
successful performance and learning. 



Issues with DIBELS/1

• Misperception that it was required by 
Federal requirement

• Misperception that DIBELS is an 
intervention

• Conflict of interest problems
• See Inspector General Reports
• Problem with classification criteria



Classification criteria

• Several articles point out problems with 
the criteria used in DIBELS system for 
identifying students as at risk or not

• See references in paper
• DIBELS may under-identify students who 

do OK on specific tasks but are not putting 
it all together & processing text



Lessons from Voyager

• Latest review from What Works 
Clearinghouse says that Voyager 
intervention produces a large negative
effect on comprehension

• Voyager developed by many of the same 
people that developed DIBELS

• Emphasis on phonics, speed & on 
mechanics may be at the detriment of 
comprehension (processing text)



Implications for Policy

• Results from NDEC reports can be relied 
on; gains shown on OS would also be 
shown on other instruments

• There is no need for routine external 
validation of OS results

• Since RR is effective and the OS is 
reliable and valid, local decision makers 
need to focus on local results with a focus 
towards improving implementation.
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