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Why do we assess reading? What do we assess when we assess  

reading? How, where, and when do we assess reading? Reading instruction 

and  assessment expert Peter Afflerbach addresses these questions and much 

more  in the 3rd edition of Understanding and Using Reading Assessment, K–12.

Using the CURRV framework to evaluate reading assessment methods 

—including reading inventories, teacher questioning, performance assessment, 

and high-stakes reading tests—Afflerbach considers the  consequences and 

usefulness of each method, the roles and responsibilities of key stakeholders,

and the reliability and validity of the assessments. In addition, he examines four 

important but often overlooked aspects of reading assessment:

• Assessment accommodation for English-language learners and students 

with special needs

• Assessment of noncognitive aspects of reading, such as motivation, 

engagement, self-concept, and self-efficacy

• The use of formative and summative assessment

• The importance of self-assessment in building reading independence

The book provides detailed case studies from all grade levels to  

illustrate reading assessment done well. It also includes 15 reproducible forms 

and checklists that teachers and administrators can use to optimize their  

reading assessment efforts.

Students are expected to read increasingly complex texts and to  

complete increasingly complex reading-related tasks to demonstrate their 

growth as readers. This book offers teachers and administrators alike a clear 

path to helping students meet those expectations.
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1
IMPORTANT ISSUES AND CONCEPTS 

IN READING ASSESSMENT

Three Key Questions
As we strive to understand and use reading assessment, it is important 

to consider three questions. First, why do we assess reading? All reading 

assessment should be conducted with the purpose of helping students 

achieve in reading. Second, what do we assess when we assess reading? 

Asking this question allows us to focus on reading program goals and 

outcomes and what we hope for our students as we teach and support 

their reading development. Third, how, where, and when do we assess 

reading? This query anticipates the array of reading assessment materi-

als and procedures that are examined throughout this book in individual 

chapters.

Why Do We Assess Reading?

Reading assessment helps us understand the strengths and needs 

of each of our students. Although all reading assessments should share 

this purpose, the manner in which individual assessments provide 

information and the manner in which we use the particular assessment 

information are varied. Consider the different formative and summative 

purposes for assessment that are demonstrated in the following scenar-

ios (noting that all teacher and student names are pseudonyms).
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16 • Understanding and Using Reading Assessment, K–12

Hannah, a 3rd grade teacher, uses a reading inventory to gather 
detailed information about a student’s oral reading strategies and skills. 
The reading inventory provides information for her ongoing analysis of 
student reading. Hannah determines that the student reads with high 
confidence but also reads through sentence boundaries. The student 
does not reread after obvious meaning-changing miscues. Hannah uses 
this new assessment information to update her understanding of the 
student and determines that the student needs to concentrate on devel-
oping self-awareness in general, and comprehension-monitoring strate-
gies in particular. She uses the assessment information in the next day’s 
instruction, the goal of which is to encourage the student to regularly 
monitor the meaning-making process that is reading. Using think-alouds, 
Hannah models the types of questions that good readers ask themselves 
as they read, including, Why am I reading? and Does that make sense? In 
this case, the answer to the question of why we assess reading is that 
it provides detailed and timely information that is used by a talented 
teacher to shape instruction to the student’s needs.

Late in the school year, Hannah administers a statewide high-stakes 
reading test. The test provides information on students’ reading strat-
egies and skills. Results of this test may be used for several purposes. 
The mean student scores, derived from multiple-choice and short fill-in 
items, will be used to determine if the school meets federally mandated 
levels of adequate yearly progress in students’ reading achievement. 
The test results are considered by some to be a measure of accountabil-
ity, helping to determine if teachers, schools, and school districts are 
working successfully to help students develop as readers and meet state 
standards in reading. The results of this test are also reported at the 
individual student level, and parents receive their children’s raw scores 
and percentile rankings in vocabulary knowledge and literal and inferen-
tial comprehension. Thus, test results inform parents of their children’s 
general reading achievement levels.

In each of the preceding scenarios, reading assessment is conducted 
for specific purposes and specific audiences. One assessment is more 
direct: the classroom teacher (Hannah) is accomplished at using the 
reading inventory to understand the nature of a student’s reading, how 
it relates to a model of highly efficient reading, and how it anticipates 
the instruction and learning that the teacher plans for the student. The 
process orientation of the reading inventory provides a window into the 
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Important Issues and Concepts in Reading Assessment  • 17

reading strategies and skills that the student uses or needs. The read-
ing assessment information is immediate and fleeting, and the teacher 
knows how to focus on and interpret the information that the reading 
inventory produces. The teacher’s knowledge of the nature of students’ 
self-monitoring of reading is matched by her ability to use the reading 
inventory to provide information related to this important instructional 
goal.

In contrast, the end-of-year test is composed of items that describe 
the students’ vocabulary knowledge and text comprehension. The 
results of this test focus on reading comprehension products. The 
results signal that a certain percentage of students meet state and fed-
eral reading benchmarks, and communicate to particular audiences that 
the teaching of reading in the district is going well and that taxpayers’ 
money has been well spent.

Throughout this book, the question of why we assess reading frames 
our consideration of the diverse purposes for assessing reading. These 
purposes include determining students’ reading development, informing 
instruction, demonstrating teacher and school accountability, describ-
ing a reading program’s strengths and weaknesses, motivating and 
encouraging students, and teaching students how to self-assess. Repre-
sentative purposes for reading assessment and the audiences that use 
assessment information are presented in Figure 1.1. If you are interested 
in an accounting of the different assessment audiences and purposes 
in your school or district, you can use the form “Reading Assessment 
Inventory: Audiences and Purposes” in the Appendix.

The question of why we assess reading is answered in different ways 
because reading instruction and reading assessment are influenced 
by the larger society in which students, teachers, administrators, and 
schools work. Consider that diverse theories and bodies of research 
inform the successful teaching and learning of reading. These theories 
emanate from domains of knowledge that include cognitive psychology, 
developmental psychology, linguistics, pedagogy, sociology, anthropol-
ogy, critical race theory, and critical theory. Each theory may suggest 
different priorities for reading instruction and reading assessment; these 
different priorities will signal different purposes for reading assessment. 
For example, research on reading strategies describes their importance 
for constructing meaning, whereas research on motivation provides evi-
dence of the need to engage students as they develop into independent, 
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Figure 1.1

Representative Audiences and Purposes for Reading Assessment

Assessment 
Audience Assessment Purpose

Students To report on learning and communicate progress
To motivate and encourage
To learn about assessment and how to self-assess
To build independence in reading

Teachers To determine the nature of student learning
To inform instruction
To evaluate students and construct grades
To diagnose students’ strengths and weaknesses in 
reading

School 
 administrators

To determine reading program effectiveness
To prove school and teacher accountability
To determine resource allocation
To support teachers’ professional development

Parents To be informed about children’s achievements
To help connect home efforts with school efforts to 
 support children’s reading development

Politicians To establish accountability of schools
To inform the public of school progress

Taxpayers To demonstrate that tax dollars are well spent

Source: Modified from Understanding and Using Reading Assessment, K–12 (p. 6), by 
P. Afflerbach, 2007, Newark, DE: International Reading Association. Copyright 2007 by the
 International Reading Association.

committed readers (Afflerbach, Pearson, & Paris, 2008; Guthrie & 
Klauda, 2016). A successful reading program has varied, important out-
comes that should include students’ growth in the ability to use reading 
strategies and skills as well as students’ increased motivation to read. 
Reading assessment must have strong connections to these outcomes 
and describe them well.
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The assessment of reading takes place in a context that is influ-
enced by social and political forces. There are assessment practices 
that may be favored politically, practiced locally, supported broadly, or 
questioned widely. Legislators, taxpayers, parents, school administra-
tors, teachers, and students may all legitimately claim that we assess 
reading in part to provide useful information. However, the meaning of 
“useful information” varies, from the parent seeking assessment infor-
mation that will help coordinate classroom and home reading efforts, 
to the legislator seeking districtwide reading assessment information in 
anticipation of an upcoming vote for school funding, to the administra-
tor interested in documenting reading program effectiveness. In these 
contexts, each purpose for reading assessment must have the potential 
result of the betterment of student reading. Ideally, one group’s need for 
particular reading assessment information should not displace another 
group’s need. The goal of improving the teaching and learning of reading 
should help us determine our reading assessment priorities in all cases.

What Do We Assess When We Assess Reading?—The Focus 
of Assessment

Asking what we assess helps us focus on the goals of the reading 

instruction program and the relationship of reading instruction to read-

ing assessment. The answer may demonstrate that our conceptualiza-

tion of reading achievement, as reflected in the reading assessments 

used, is broad or narrow. The answer may help us determine whether 

the diverse goals of reading instruction are adequately reflected in the 

regimen of assessments that is intended to measure progress toward 

those goals. Or the answer may indicate that, whereas school district 

standards and the curriculum conceptualize reading development 

broadly, reading assessment measures it narrowly. We should plan to 

assess what we plan to teach.
Effective instruction contributes to the development of students’ 

reading strategies and skills, motivation, and commitment to reading. 
Effective instruction can broaden students’ conceptualization of reading 
as contributing to success in life. Given the characteristics of successful 
readers, the array of reasons for reading, and the diverse outcomes of 
successful reading instruction, should we expect reading assessment to 
be similarly broad? Does our assessment describe the many beneficial 
outcomes of becoming a better reader? How are the outcomes of reading 

ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY - NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



20 • Understanding and Using Reading Assessment, K–12

instruction weighted in relation to the assessment that is conducted in 
states, districts, schools, and classrooms? An examination of widely 
used reading assessments reveals clear gaps between the rhetoric of the 
important outcomes of learning to read and what is assessed.

Most reading assessments focus narrowly on one set of important 
reading outcomes: the cognitive strategies and skills of reading. We are 
familiar with these outcomes because of our experiences with them in 
school as teachers and former students. Phonemic awareness, phonics, 
sight-word recognition, and fluency (National Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development [NICHD], 2000), as well as vocabulary knowl-
edge (Stahl & Bravo, 2010) and literal and inferential comprehension 
(Snow, 2002), contribute to reading success. Although these are import-
ant elements of successful student reading, they do not fully represent 
the growth and development that students experience in exemplary 
reading programs (Afflerbach, Cho, Kim, & Clark, 2010). Related, few 
reading assessments measure changes in or maintenance of student 
motivation to read or the range of students’ social uses of reading. 
Many reading assessments sample a small portion of student accom-
plishment and growth—and by implication, teacher and school success. 
Bracey (2001) notes that standardized tests regularly miss the following 
outcomes of effective teaching and student learning: “creativity, critical 

thinking, resilience, motivation, persistence, humor, reliability, enthusiasm, 

civic-mindedness, self-awareness, self-discipline, empathy, leadership, and 

compassion” (p. 158). If we want reading assessment to mirror students’ 
accomplishments, we must avoid reading assessment practice that pro-
vides, at best, only a partial reflection of those accomplishments.

The question of what we assess when we assess reading must be 
asked because it can help us become better at assessment. This question 
helps us prioritize our reading instruction goals and focus on the most 
appropriate assessment materials and procedures. Schools use an array 
of assessments conducted across the school year, from reading inven-
tories at the beginning of the year to standardized, norm-referenced 
tests at the end of the year. An accounting is necessary to optimize this 
variety of assessments that are intended to serve different audiences 
and purposes. Our reading assessments include those mandated by the 
district, the state, and the federal government and those selected by 
teachers and administrators in schools. An assessment inventory can 
help us better understand the relationship between the things that a 
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school community values in relation to students’ reading development 
and what is actually assessed. A sample reading assessment inventory, 
which may be used to investigate the variety, breadth, and focus of 
assessment, is presented in Figure 1.2. A reading assessment inventory 
allows us to rank assessment in terms of the match between our teach-
ing and learning priorities and time demands. An assessment inventory 
helps us compare what is with what could be. This information may be 
used to create and enact an action plan with the goal of achieving better 
alignment among valued and agreed-upon outcomes of reading instruc-
tion, what is taught, and what is assessed. If you are interested in an 
accounting of the different assessments you use and the focus of these 
assessments in your school or district, you can use the form “Reading 
Assessment Inventory: What Is Assessed?” in the Appendix.

Figure 1.2

A Sample Reading Assessment Inventory

Assessment is a measure of students’ . . .

Cognitive 
Reading 

Strategies 
and Skills

Motiva-
tion for 
Reading

Social 
Uses of 
Reading

Indepen-
dence in 
Reading

Reading 
in Collab-

orative 
Learning 
Environ-

ments

Choosing 
Reading 

Over 
Attractive 
Alterna-

tives

Tests and 
quizzes ü

Portfolios ü ü ü ü ü ü
Performance 
assessments ü ü ü ü

Teacher 
questions ü ü ü ü ü

Reading 
inventories ü

Teacher 
observations ü ü ü ü ü ü

Note: ü = demonstrated ability of a particular type of reading assessment to serve the indicated purpose.

Source: From Understanding and Using Reading Assessment, K–12 (p. 9), by P. Afflerbach, 2007,  Newark, 
DE: International Reading Association. Copyright 2007 by the International Reading Association.
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How, Where, and When Do We Assess Reading?

The determination of why we assess and what we assess must be 
followed by informed decisions of how best to examine and evaluate stu-
dents’ reading development. Indeed, the majority of this book addresses 
the different means for assessing students’ reading. Part and parcel with 
a description of how to assess reading is the determination of where and 
when such assessment should occur. This is where the logical relation-
ship among why we assess, what we assess, and how we assess should 
be evident. If we assess students’ reading comprehension strategies and 
skills to determine the general success of a districtwide reading program, 
then standardized and norm-referenced tests might be the first choice 
of school administrators and other educational decision makers. Such 
tests, administered toward the end of the school year, seem well suited 
to the task. Test scores tell us whether certain cognitive strategies and 
skills have been learned. In contrast, if we assess students’ progress to 
gauge the effectiveness of daily reading lessons, then our assessment 
must be sensitive to the detailed goals of the lessons, and the informa-
tion provided by the assessment must be immediately useful. Here, we 
could focus on questions about the contents of the chapter being read, 
with students’ responses providing formative assessment information.

Just as reading assessment should be matched to particular pur-
poses and audiences, how we assess students’ reading achievement 
must be informed by the nature of the reading we expect of them. We 
are beneficiaries of considerable knowledge about the complexities of 
reading and the manner in which accomplished student readers develop 
(Guthrie, Wigfield, & You, 2013; van den Broek, Mouw, & Kraal, 2016; 
VanSledright, 2010; Veenman, 2016b). Much of the act of reading has 
been examined and described in detail, and research reminds us that 
reading is a stunning and sometimes arduous human accomplishment. 
Although we are far from any claim that we know all we need to know 
about reading, our detailed understanding of reading and how it devel-
ops should be reflected in our assessments. For example, the value and 
necessity of learning phonics, or the correspondence between speech 
sounds and printed letters, is well documented. It follows from this fact 
that reading assessment should include materials and procedures that 
allow students to demonstrate their knowledge and use of phonics, 
where developmentally appropriate. We have many useful approaches 
to conducting the assessment of students’ phonics knowledge. We can 
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ask students to tell us the sounds that different letters make. We can ask 
students to circle letters or groups of letters that correspond to speech 
sounds that they hear. We can provide students with exercises in which 
they circle the words that begin with the same sound as a printed letter. 
We can have students identify words contained in the classroom word 
wall. We can analyze the spelling in students’ stories.

In contrast, how we assess other reading strategies and skills is 
less well developed. We know that reading history, reading science, 
and reading literature share common strategies (Pressley & Affler-
bach, 1995), such as determining important vocabulary and synthe-
sizing information. Yet reading in each of the content areas demands 
unique reading strategies (Bråten, Strømsø, & Britt, 2009; VanSledright, 
2002). Reading assessment does not regularly reflect our most recent 
knowledge of accomplished reading in content areas. We know that 
performance assessments of reading in the content areas can provide 
valuable information related to students’ reading achievement, teach-
ers’ accountability, and schools’ goodness (Baxter & Glaser, 1998). We 
know that authentic assessments of reading are developed, in part, as 
a reaction to the limitations of multiple-choice, machine-scored tests 
of reading (Afflerbach, 2005). Such promising assessments have made 
varied inroads. In some districts, these assessments are regularly called 
on to tell the story of students’ reading achievement. In other districts, 
the aggregate results of reading assessments may underrepresent how 
students have developed as readers. Doing our best work with reading 
assessments demands that we understand the available assessment 
materials and procedures and that we use them expertly.

Defining Reading Is Central  
to Valid and Useful Reading Assessment
Reading assessment must demonstrate clear linkage with a detailed 
definition of what reading is. The detail and richness of this definition 
will figure largely in the process of determining the validity and useful-
ness of all reading assessments. In this section, my intent is twofold: to 
describe the process with which I construct a definition of reading, and 
to provide a sufficiently detailed definition of reading. This description 
of reading will serve as a reality check for my discussion of various 
reading assessment materials and procedures. Throughout this book, 
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these assessments must map clearly onto my definition of reading. If not, 
then my definition or my choice of assessment is faulty. The definition 
of reading should inform the goals of reading instruction and the reading 
assessment program that is developed for a particular classroom, grade, 
school, school district, or state. I note that developing a definition and 
description of reading can be challenging, even for one individual. Devel-
oping a consensus definition—for a district, school, or grade—is more 
challenging when many stakeholders are involved. We are not wanting 
for definitions and descriptions of reading, but it is exceedingly difficult 
to create a consensus definition with which all teachers, administrators, 
parents, students, legislators, and the general public agree. This creates 
a challenging situation in which there is universal agreement about the 
importance of reading, but not universal agreement on what reading is, 
how children learn to read, and how reading is best taught and fostered.

I construct my definition of reading from several sources. These 
sources include reading research, state and district standards for read-
ing, recent federal law, and frameworks from national and international 
assessments of reading. My definition also reflects the knowledge that I 
have developed as a teacher and researcher of reading, as a parent, and 
as an experienced reader. In forming this definition, I create the neces-
sary means for critiquing and choosing the types and forms of reading 
assessment that I examine in this book. I encourage readers of this book 
to take the time to create their own definition of reading, for this per-
sonalization of the reading assessment context allows us to focus on the 
valuable aspects of instruction and learning, which then provides us the 
opportunity to compare our reading assessment plans with those used 
in our schools’ reading programs. Further, this personalization allows 
us to develop reading assessments that are best suited to the goals we 
bring to our reading instruction. It also places us in a strong position to 
advocate for the assessment of aspects of reading that may be missing 
or underrepresented in an existing school, district, or state reading 
assessment program.

Our professional knowledge of reading should inform our conceptu-
alization of reading and students’ reading development. Thus, I believe 
that it is imperative that teachers compare their understandings of what 
reading is with my definition of reading and with others’ definitions. 
Reading assessment can be narrowly focused, missing aspects of stu-
dents’ development that are keys to lifelong, accomplished reading.
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As mentioned previously, I use several sources of information to 

build a definition of reading that I believe is sufficient to guide my efforts. 

First, I refer to my own understanding of reading: reading is a dynamic 

and complex process (Afflerbach, 2016; Afflerbach & Cho, 2009; Pressley 

& Afflerbach, 1995) that involves strategies, skills, and prior knowledge. 

Reading is developmental in nature (Alexander, 2005) and consists of 

identifiable cognitive components (e.g., word recognition, comprehen-

sion) that interact to make reading successful. Reading development 

and success are influenced by motivation (Guthrie & Klauda, 2016), 

self-efficacy (Schunk & Bursuck, 2016), and prior reading experiences 

(Anderson & Pearson, 1984). Adding to this developing definition, I next 

consult The Literacy Dictionary: The Vocabulary of Reading and Writing 

(Harris & Hodges, 1995). Under the entry for reading, there are no less 

than 20 different takes on the meaning of the word, from Plato to the 

present. As noted in this dictionary, reading has been conceptualized as 

a “perceptual act” (p. 206), with this understanding more recently aug-

mented by our knowledge that cognition occurs when we read and that 

readers actively use strategies and skills to construct meaning. In addi-

tion, reading is socially situated. We read, using strategies and skills, in 

relation to our intellectual and social goals.

Next, I consider reading as defined in the frameworks of two major 

national and international reading assessments. These frameworks 

have the advantage of not only describing reading but also describing 

it in relation to reading assessment. The Reading Framework for the 

2015 National Assessment of Educational Progress (National Assessment 

Governing Board, 2015) derives from expert consensus on the nature of 

reading and defines reading in the following manner:

Reading is an active and complex process that involves:

• Understanding written text.

• Developing and interpreting meaning.

• Using meaning as appropriate to type of text, purpose, 
and situation. (p. iv)

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading 
framework portrays reading as a dynamic and goal-oriented process 
that involves strategies, skills, prior knowledge, and the reader’s pur-
pose. I am encouraged when I read this portrayal of reading because the 
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framework appears to cover important aspects of reading and shares 
much with what I believe is an accurate representation of reading.

A dynamic, strategic, and goal-oriented conceptualization of reading 

also serves as a foundation for the Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA), which is used to assess reading achievement in 74 

countries (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

[OECD], 2014). The PISA framework provides further details on the 

nature of reading and anticipates the types of reading assessment that 

are necessary to gauge student growth in reading across the school year:

Reading literacy is understanding, using, reflecting on 
and engaging with written texts, in order to achieve one’s 
goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to 
participate in society. (OECD, 2014, p. 61)

The further explanation of reading in relation to the PISA framework 
is critical, in my opinion, for built into this definition of reading are 
reader motives and the subtexts for why we read and what we read. The 
definition acknowledges that we read to do things and that we must read 
critically in a world that is swimming in information.

We can appreciate the definitions of reading that the NAEP and PISA 
reading frameworks provide. However, there is one major wrinkle. The 
NAEP (conducted at 4th, 8th, and 12th grades) and the PISA (conducted 
with 15-year-old students) are based on the premise that the majority of 
students who take the related tests are capable of reading. The majority 
of these students can decode language, recognize words, read fluently, 
understand the concepts represented in text, comprehend, and critically 
evaluate. The challenge, then, is to create a definition of reading that 
reflects the development that students undergo as they learn to read. 
We are fortunate to have considerable research information related to 
the development of reading ability in young children (Clay, 1979; Gamse, 
Jacob, Horst, Boulay, & Unlu, 2008; Heath, 1983; Metsala & David, 2016; 
Wagner & Torgesen, 1987). We also have recent research syntheses that 
describe the importance of particular reading and language knowledge 
in helping students learn to read and continue their development as 
readers (NICHD, 2000). This research demonstrates that success in read-
ing is attributable, in part, to the development of strategies and skills 
related to phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and com-
prehension. Within each of these areas are developmental benchmarks 
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and trajectories that are helpful to me as I construct an account of suc-
cessful student reading.

At this point, my definition of reading includes the ideas that we 
read to construct meaning and that we must use particular strategies 
and skills to do so (Afflerbach et al., 2008). These strategies and skills 
are developmental in nature. My experiences as a teacher and as a par-
ent remind me that cognitive strategies and skills are keys to success 
in reading, but they do not guarantee success. When I compare my 
evolving definition with what I know about reading and what I value as 
important outcomes of reading instruction, I find that there are several 
missing pieces. They include students’ motivation to choose to read, 
whether it is in the face of what might be attractive alternatives that may 
(or may not) involve reading (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, sleeping, soc-
cer), and students’ motivation to persevere with reading when the going 
gets tough. Self-efficacy is a powerful influence on student performance 
(Bandura, 1998), but it is rarely considered in models of reading devel-
opment. Another missing piece is how reading experience and reading 
accomplishment make ongoing contributions to a student’s personality 
development and sense of self. My hope for all students is that they 
become lifelong, committed readers, and if reading instruction helps 
them do so, that is an important accomplishment. I certainly would like 
part of my reading assessment plan to describe this feat.

As I contemplate the nature of reading and what is currently 
assessed, I am reminded of the need to develop assessments that 
measure the complexity of student achievement. Too often, reading 
assessment is a thin account of a robust phenomenon (Davis, 1998). For 
example, we might ask students to determine the main idea of a text that 
describes the economic concept of opportunity cost. Determining the 
main idea is an important reading ability, but it can be complemented 
with an assessment that asks students to apply the main idea to an eco-
nomic decision that the student makes (e.g., How should Reg spend his 
allowance? Should Maryann buy running shoes or a bicycle helmet with 
the money she received from her parents for her birthday?), to explain 
the relation of the main idea to other important economic concepts, or 
to critique the author’s stance toward the main idea.

As to my definition of reading, I am confident that it includes a 
breadth of conceptualization that informs my reading instruction goals 
and the nature of the reading assessments I will use:
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Reading is the act of constructing meaning from text. We 

use skills, strategies, and prior knowledge, all of which are 

developmental in nature, to understand what we read. The 

act of reading is supported by reader motivation and pos-

itive reader affect. We read to help us achieve our goals, 

within and outside of school.

In summary, the definition of reading that we construct must reflect 

an accurate understanding of what reading is, for this definition becomes 

a benchmark for judging reading assessments in our classrooms. We 

must assess our assessments to determine that they get into the nooks 

and crannies of students’ strengths and needs, and that they describe 

students’ immediate and long-lasting achievements in reading. We must 

build, maintain, and revise our understandings of what reading is to 

make informed decisions about the quality of our reading assessments.

A Model of Reading Assessment
Just as we need a clear definition of reading to help us determine what 

we must assess, we also need a clear understanding of how assessment 

works so that we can develop informed reading assessment materials 

and procedures. Knowing What Students Know: The Science and Design 

of Educational Assessment (Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser, 2001) 

examines successful assessment. The authors describe three requisite 

components of useful assessment: cognition, observation, and interpre-

tation. We touch on aspects of this model whenever we assess, although 

we may not have considered them in such formal terms.
The cognition component of reading assessment focuses on the 

strategies and skills used by students as they develop as readers. To 
the degree that we understand what developing students do when they 
read, we can use this information to specify the things we would like to 
assess. We have research related to particular cognitive aspects of read-
ing: the strategies and skills that students use to decode and understand 
words and construct meaning. This research contributes to the building 
of detailed theoretical constructs that reflect successful reading, which 
in turn informs our instruction. For example, we know that the ability to 
summarize a text is an important comprehension strategy (Snow, 2002) 
that successful student readers frequently apply in school reading tasks. 
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Research provides considerable detail on the nature of summarization 
strategies (Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995), the usefulness of the strategies, 
and the manner in which they are used with traditional and electronic 
texts (Berkeley, Mastopieri, & Scruggs, 2011; Cho, 2014). We know that 
students must be able to ignore unimportant text information and rec-
ognize and synthesize important text information, using processes that 
determine connections, similarities, and repetitions within the text. Stu-
dents must be able to clearly synthesize and state the content and the 
purpose of the text read. Once a text is summarized, it can be used in 
the creation of student work or to challenge another text (Luke, 1994). 
Thus, reading strategy research clearly describes the cognitive details 
of summarization.

Our ability to describe the detailed nature of summarization and 
other important aspects of reading should inform the second component 
of the reading assessment model: observation. The observation compo-
nent of reading assessment must accurately represent our knowledge 
related to the domains of reading and assessment. As research contrib-
utes to our evolving understanding of how reading works, a concurrent 
evolution is taking place in educational measurement. That is, theories 
of how to evaluate student progress are informed by research. This 
research, in turn, informs our conceptualization of how we can assess 
those things that we deem critical for reading success. For instance, we 
can propose reading assessments that reflect classroom reading prac-
tice and require students to use summarization strategies:

• Do we ask students to construct a summary as opposed to choos-
ing the correct summary in a multiple-choice format?

• Do our assessments allow for different interpretation and sum-
mary of the text or a single, “correct” meaning?

• Do our assessments provide an optimal mix of formative and sum-
mative assessment?

• Does this mix help us guide students across the grades toward 
consistent attainment of educational goals, including the Com-
mon Core State Standards?

• Do we ask for retellings of text that can be checked against a 
detailed list of the text’s contents?

• Do we ask for summary accounts of several related texts?

• Are summarization assessment tasks related to the types of sum-
marization regularly done in the classroom?
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The observation component of the assessment model (Pellegrino 
et al., 2001) reminds us that an effective assessment reflects our under-
standing of how students read in relation to a particular task, text, and 
setting. The observation component also reminds us to create an effi-
cient combination of assessment materials and procedures. How can we 
evoke, record, and evaluate student summaries? What are our options? 
We may consider constructed-response questions, think-alouds, short 
fill-in responses, and answers to questions as the means to gather and 
then observe students’ work with summarization. Or we may require 
students to perform tasks in which success is contingent, in part, on 
the students’ ability to summarize text. Our analysis of the text that stu-
dents read tells us that their summaries should include specific informa-
tion, along with information that is attributed to individual differences in 
prior knowledge related to the text topic.

Interpretation is the third component of Pellegrino and colleagues’ 
(2001) assessment model. Assessment is always related to acts of 
inference (Johnston, 1987). So far, we have designed an assessment 
that focuses on students’ summarization ability, combining our under-
standings of reading and assessment. One product of this process is 
the assessment results themselves. Our faith in our understanding of 
the nature of summarization and our faith in the assessment materials 
and procedures that we have developed to assess summarization figure 
largely in the faith we have in the inferences that we then make about 
student achievement and ability.

All reading assessment involves interpretation. Reading assessment 
done well allows us to make inferences about students’ needs and 
strengths. We may move from the specific to the general—a student’s 
performance in a particular place and time on an assessment task, and 
the more broad abilities and talents that are related to the performance. 
This basic process of reading assessment, generalizing to students’ 
reading performances from a sample of their reading, demands that our 
inferences be accurate and born of high confidence. The importance of 
making accurate inferences from valid assessment information cannot 
be overstated, given that we assess reading to help students become 
better readers. However, we are able to make inferences only about 
those things that we sample. An incomplete assessment agenda, includ-
ing one that ignores how students develop in terms of motivation and 
self-efficacy in relation to reading, or their ability to construct meaning 
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from multiple texts on the Internet, will limit the inferences that we can 
make about students’ reading development, our teaching effectiveness, 
and the value of the reading curriculum.

The helpful model of assessment proposed by Pellegrino and col-
leagues (2001) focuses on cognition as the important aspect of learning 
and instructional outcomes. We can also assess related and important 
aspects of reading development. We can determine that students’ moti-
vations, self-efficacy, and developing sense of the self as a reader are 
important. We must develop assessments with the rigor and attention to 
detail that are equivalent to those that measure cognitive strategy and 
skill growth. For example, an assessment of students’ motivations for 
reading must demonstrate our understanding of the construct of motiva-
tion. This understanding allows us to specify what aspects of motivation 
are to be assessed, informs the development of the observation instru-
ment, and guides our interpretation of results.

Pellegrino and colleagues’ (2001) assessment model includes the 

three components of cognition, observation, and interpretation. In the 

previous extended example, we considered each of these components 

separately, and then in relation to one another. We contemplated what 

happens when students summarize text, and we considered the nature 

of an assessment that would capture and describe this important read-

ing ability. Also, we considered the inferences that we can and cannot 

make about students’ reading and summarization, based on our under-

standing of the reading assessment we have planned. Finally, we con-

sidered the factors involved in successful student performance beyond 

cognitive strategies and skills.

Determining the Suitability of Reading Assessment: 
The CURRV Framework
Our final consideration for this chapter is the suitability of reading 
assessments:

• What is the optimal mix of reading assessments that we use 
across a school year?

• How do we choose one assessment over another, given our lim-
ited resources?

• On what basis can decisions about the suitability of a reading 
assessment be made?
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The CURRV framework (Leipzig & Afflerbach, 2000) encourages us to 
examine a reading assessment using five criteria to determine if it is 
appropriate for measuring and describing our students’ learning. This 
framework supports us in understanding and using reading assessment 
and allows us to examine the (1) Consequences, (2) Usefulness, (3) Roles 

and responsibilities, (4) Reliability, and (5) Validity of a reading assess-
ment. The knowledge gained from applying the CURRV framework 
brings us closer to an informed use of reading assessment.

The CURRV framework was developed, in part, as a reaction to the 
historical practice of using only the criteria of reliability and validity 
to argue for the quality of reading assessments. Reliability and validity 
are traditional and critical aspects of assessment. Yet they are psycho-
metric principles that do not help us determine whether an assessment 
is suitable for particular teachers, their students, and specific reading 
situations. The CURRV framework retains the criteria of reliability and 
validity and adds three necessary considerations:

1. What are the consequences of the reading assessment?

2. What is the usefulness of the reading assessment?

3. What are the roles and responsibilities related to the effective use 
of the reading assessment?

The five components of the framework allow us to analyze different 
reading assessments and make choices and suggestions based on 
our understandings of the nature, strengths, and weaknesses of these 
assessments. The framework allows us to judge the situational appropri-
ateness of an assessment. Figure 1.3 presents a sampling of the questions 
that the CURRV framework allows us to ask of a reading assessment.

If you are interested in using the CURRV criteria to evaluate the 
reading assessments in your school or district, you can use the form 
“Using the CURRV Framework to Evaluate Reading Assessment” in the 
Appendix.

Consequences of Assessment

All reading assessments have consequences. If we return to the 
question of why we assess, we are reminded that a reading assessment 
must have the primary consequence of helping students continue their 
development as readers. Yet not all reading assessments may effect this 
change. It is essential to consider all of the possible consequences of a 
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reading assessment, positive or negative. Students may experience con-
sistent support in their reading development as a consequence of careful 
classroom-based assessment. High-quality reading assessment will help 
them become better readers. Students may feel increased self-esteem 
when their high-stakes test scores demonstrate learning. Students could 
become motivated to read as a result of receiving encouraging teacher 
assessment feedback. In contrast, students may lose class reading time 
as school resources are allocated to test preparation. Inappropriate 
assessment will not provide the type of information that best shapes 
classroom instruction to students’ immediate and long-term needs. A 
teacher’s insensitivity to a student’s response to a question stifles stu-
dent engagement. Additionally, a history of low test scores may cause 
students to avoid reading. Ultimately, their motivation to read suffers.

Figure 1.3

The CURRV Frameworka: Questions to Help Determine 
the Suitability of a Reading Assessment

CURRV = Consequences, Usefulness, Roles and responsibilities, Reliability, 
and Validity
• What are the positive consequences of the use of this assessment?
• What are the negative consequences of the use of this assessment?
• What is the usefulness of this assessment to teachers, students, 

 administrators, and others?
• What are the specific roles and responsibilities for the teachers, students, 

and administrators associated with this assessment?
• What are the reliability issues related to this assessment?
• What are the validity issues related to this assessment?

aLeipzig and Afflerbach (2000).

Source: From Understanding and Using Reading Assessment, K–12 (p. 18), by P. Afflerbach, 
2007, Newark, DE: International Reading Association. Copyright 2007 by the International 
 Reading Association.

The positive or negative consequences of different types of read-
ing assessments influence teachers. Reading inventories and care-
ful teacher questioning provide important information with which 
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accomplished teachers practice the art of teaching. These assessments 
help teachers to adjust instruction and influence student learning. Per-
formance assessments allow a teacher to better understand the depth 
and breadth of student achievement related to content area reading 
and learning. Performance assessment results also help administra-
tors choose instructional programs related to the Common Core State 
Standards. High test scores garner a salary increase for some teachers 
and may help build parental and community support for teachers and 
schools. In contrast, inappropriate assessments take valuable class 
time from the teaching of reading without yielding valuable information. 
Decisions made in relation to high-stakes test scores may constrict the 
curriculum: both the content of what is taught in reading blocks and the 
time to teach it shrink. Assessing our assessments from the perspective 
of their intended and unintended consequences will help us determine 
their suitability.

Usefulness of Assessment

A second aspect of the suitability of a reading assessment, closely 
related to consequences, is the usefulness of the assessment. If the 
criterion of usefulness were applied to the mix of reading assessments 
selected and mandated in schools, the assessment landscape might 
look different. The array of assessments found in classrooms represents 
a legacy of tradition and habit, insight and oversight. Reading assess-
ments accompany districtwide initiatives and are mandated under fed-
eral and state laws. Some are developed by teachers, some are bought 
off the shelf, and others are inherited from earlier times. In schools and 
districts, there may be no strategy for coordinating reading assessment 
efforts. Thus, it is important to take stock of available assessments to 
consider their usefulness. For example, administrators should be famil-
iar with the range of reading assessments that are used throughout a 
building or throughout the district. Given the frequency of educational 
initiatives (both local and imposed from afar), it is not surprising to find 
complicated mixes of assessment from classroom to classroom.

A reading assessment may or may not be broad enough to cover the 
range of student ability and achievement that exists in our classrooms. A 
useful assessment would be one that allows teachers to gather accurate 
and usable information about students’ reading. As teachers, we need 
reading assessments that help us address the different audiences for the 
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information garnered. We need assessments that provide both formative 
and summative information. We need assessments that focus on the pro-
cesses and products of student reading. We also need assessments that 
are sensitive to the breadth and depth of students’ accomplishments in 
reading at different levels of reading achievement.

A focus on the usefulness of reading assessment allows us to deter-
mine necessary assessments, as well as those that are expendable. 
Criteria for usefulness, including how well the assessment describes 
student achievement, how easily the assessment information is commu-
nicated, and how well the assessment works with a particular teacher’s 
immediate and long-term goals, can help us rank reading assessments. 
This usefulness ranking then allows us to make sometimes difficult deci-
sions about which assessments are first-order and keepers, which are 
optional, and which we might do well without. In some of the chapters 
that follow, I combine my consideration of the consequences and uses 
of particular assessments as guided by the CURRV framework because 
they are tightly interwoven.

Roles and Responsibilities Related to Assessment

The third component of the CURRV framework reminds us that our 
use of reading assessments must be accompanied by an understanding 
of the related roles and responsibilities. It is especially important to 
focus on the roles and responsibilities created by reading assessments 
when we are considering moving beyond the traditional and familiar 
forms of reading assessment. For example, teachers’ roles and respon-
sibilities related to testing include reminding students to take the tests 
seriously, familiarizing students with the tests’ formats, and following 
the tests’ standardized administration procedures. Students are respon-
sible for adopting a serious approach to the tests and preparing to take 
them.

All assessments demand attention to specific roles and responsi-
bilities. Teachers must play the role of educator when new assessment 
materials and procedures are used. For example, performance assess-
ments offer distinct advantages over many machine-scored, multiple- 
choice tests because the performance assessments can describe detailed 
student learning and achievement. Not all parents are aware of this fact, 
and administrators and teachers may be charged with informing parents 
about the potential advantages of performance assessments. In addition 
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to the need to communicate these potential advantages to parents, we 
must become familiar with the important components of different read-
ing assessments. If we adopt a series of performance assessments to 
measure students’ reading and learning in the content areas, then we 
must be able to use rubrics to score students’ complex performances. 
In addition, we should be able to use rubrics to help students anticipate 
the nature of the performance expected of them and to provide models 
for student learning. We should also be prepared to use performance 
assessments and rubrics to help students develop their self-assessment 
abilities (Afflerbach, 2002a).

Reliability of Assessment

The reliability of a reading assessment relates to the consistency 
and precision of the assessment instrument and process (Kerlinger, 
1986). When we assess students, we want to make inferences about 
the students’ learning and performances. Reliability theory posits that 
the information we gather through assessment comprises two compo-
nents: (1) the true component, which reflects the reality of the student’s 
reading achievement; and (2) the error component, which signals the 
part of an assessment result that does not reflect the student’s reading 
achievement. We must be vigilant in recognizing and controlling the 
error component. If we recall the model of assessment presented by Pel-
legrino and colleagues (2001), we can immediately appreciate the need 
for high reliability. If our assessments are unreliable, then the inferences 
we make about our students’ learning and achievements may be errone-
ous or worthless. We may miss a student’s need for developing critical 
reading strategies, mistakenly teach decoding skills to a student who 
already has them, or fail to recognize an increase in a student’s motiva-
tion to read.

Standardized testing provides a paradigm, of sorts, for reliability. 
Considerable effort is expended in the development of such tests to 
reduce the error of measurement that is present in all assessments. 
The application of reliability theory to assessments other than stan-
dardized tests is an important and necessary practice. We must strive 
to determine that our assessment practices are consistent and focused 
on important aspects of student learning. The goals of evenhandedness 
in dealing with different students and of clear and fair communication 
with our reading assessments are imperative. When we assess student 
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reading, we must have confidence in the reliability of our assessment. 
Otherwise, our assessment information is not worth consulting.

Validity of Assessment

The fifth component of the CURRV framework is validity (Messick, 

1989). In addition to the voluminous research and theory related to the 

validity of assessment, there is the intuitive test: we want our assess-

ment efforts to matter, and we must ask questions related to validity 

before we invest valuable time in any assessment. There are several 

types of validity. For our purposes here, it is important to consider the 

construct validity and the ecological validity of a reading assessment. 

(Within the chapters, I discuss only the particular forms of validity that 

pertain to the chapter topics.)

How do we conceptualize reading? The construct of reading rep-

resents our best theory of what reading is. If we view reading as a series 

of strategies and skills, then we likely believe that phonemic awareness 

and reading comprehension are critical to students’ development as 

readers. We should make every effort to assess students’ growth and 

achievement related to their comprehension and phonemic awareness. If 

we believe that reading achievement can be influenced by student moti-

vation, then we should consider a reading curriculum that addresses 

student readers’ motivation. We should also develop assessments that 

help us understand growth in student motivation, in relation to the 

construct of reading. If we believe a student’s self-efficacy or mindset 

influences reading development, then we should signal that importance 

with appropriate assessments. When we invest time in ascertaining the 

links among our assessment, the curriculum, standards, and constructs, 

we are likely to find that our assessment has construct validity.

An additional consideration is ecological validity. Neisser (1976) 

uses the term to refer to the extent that a theory can tell us something 

about what people do in real and significant situations. An application 

to assessment requires us to focus on the degree to which assess-

ment items and tasks reflect what students do when they read in the 

classroom. Schmuckler (2001) describes ecological validity as a test of 

“whether or not one can generalize from observed behavior in the labo-

ratory to natural behavior in the world” (p. 419). This description leads 

us to two questions:
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1. Does student work on an assessment generalize to what is typi-
cally done in the classroom?

2. Does student work in the classroom generalize to important tasks 
and accomplishments in the world outside the classroom?

An example of reading assessments with contrasting ecological valid-
ity might include a reading inventory conducted while a student reads 
orally from a self-chosen text, and a series of comprehension questions 
that follow a two-paragraph reading selection on a standardized, norm- 
referenced reading test. A talented teacher conducting a reading inven-
tory can, in this instance, gather information from a student reading 
texts that are part of the school curriculum and that are read in a normal 
manner, reflecting the classroom routine. One challenge to ecological 
validity might be that if a student does not regularly read orally, then the 
demand of doing so compromises the assessment’s validity. Compare 
this with the ecological validity of a multiple-choice, machine-scored 
reading test. There may be a very limited relationship between daily 
classroom reading instruction routines and students’ reading behaviors, 
except for those classrooms where test preparation is a focus, with test-
like reading materials and assessments used regularly. When the reading 
and reading-related tasks demanded on an assessment vary greatly from 
the reading and reading-related tasks done regularly in the classroom, 
we may see considerable challenges to the notion of ecological validity.

Summary
Using assessments well demands our knowledge and vigilance. The 
informed use of reading assessments may be accomplished when we 
attend to the issues discussed in this chapter. First, we must regularly 
consider the following questions:

• Why do we assess reading?

• What do we assess when we assess reading?

• How, where, and when do we assess reading?

Second, all of our work in reading assessment must be guided by a 
detailed understanding and definition of what reading is and a clear con-
ceptualization of reading assessment. We are fortunate that our evolving 
understanding of reading parallels an evolving understanding of how 
to best assess reading. The CURRV framework of reading assessment 
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provides useful guidelines for assessing assessments, enabling us to 
examine the suitability of the reading assessments we use. The psycho-
metric standards of reliability and validity are central to any successful 
reading assessment. Yet these aspects of assessment must share the 
stage with our consideration of the consequences, usefulness, and 
associated roles and responsibilities of particular reading assessments. 
Equipped with these important understandings of assessment, we are 
now ready to begin our consideration of the different types of reading 
assessments.

Enhancing Your Understanding

1. Making inferences about students’ reading is an important use of 
the information we gain from reading assessment. Chart an infer-
ence that you make about a student’s reading development using 
reading assessment. What degree of confidence do you have in 
the inference? How could you gather complementary information 
about the student and the inference? How does the inference help 
you plan and deliver instruction?

2. Assess your assessments. Are there assessments that you cannot 
live without? Are there assessments that provide information 
about student reading that is not otherwise obtainable? Are there 
assessments that are not worth the time and effort expended on 
them, in relation to the quality or type of information they pro-
vide? Do your assessments provide a comprehensive portrait of 
your student readers or an incomplete sketch?

3. Talk with your students about a particular assessment. Do they 
understand how it works and why it is valuable?

4. Working with administrators and teachers, develop an assess-
ment inventory. Identify the different types of reading assess-
ments that are used in your classroom, grade, and school. 
Describe their frequency of use and their usefulness.
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Reading Assessment Snapshot

Task Analysis

How can we determine that student work within an assessment is 

clearly related to the specific reading skills, strategies, and attitudes 

that we teach and hope to measure? How can we determine that our 

assessment is clearly focused on the knowledge that students gain from 

reading? How can we be certain that what we ask students to do in a 

reading assessment is a legitimate request? Conducting an assessment 

task analysis can provide confidence that we are getting what we ask for 

from our assessments.

Effective assessment is aided by the process of piloting (or trying 

out), the assessment. The pilot phase of an assessment allows us to 

determine if the assessments we create or choose actually elicit par-

ticular student thinking and student work. We can walk through the 

very assessment tasks that we demand of our students. By taking the 

assessment ourselves, we become aware of what the assessment task 

demands of our students. We must also be sensitive to the developmen-

tal differences that influence our work on a task and our students’ work 

on the same task.

A common result of a detailed task analysis is a realization of the 

necessary commitment of time and resources to create worthwhile 

assessments. We may determine that our “reading” assessments involve 

student capabilities that are not necessarily specific to reading. If stu-

dents write to demonstrate what they have understood in a textbook 

chapter or are called on to verbalize their constructed understanding 

of a poem, we need to consider how writing and speaking figure in the 

assessment.
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In summary, task analysis is a critical part of assessment develop-

ment and determining the congruence of an assessment with its ostensi-

ble purpose, or verifying that we are getting what we ask for. If you are 
interested in task analyses related to the reading assessments used in 
your school or district, you can use the form “Conducting a Task Analy-
sis to Enhance Reading Assessment” in the Appendix.
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