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A Qualitative Analysis of Teacher Perceptions and Use of the Dynamic Indicators of 
Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) Within a District-Wide Reading First Program 

 
Brian T. Gaunt 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
The aim of the Reading First grant program was to (a) increase quality and 

consistency of instruction in K-3 classrooms; (b) conduct timely and valid assessments of 

student reading growth in order to identify students experiencing reading difficulties; and 

(c) provide high quality, intensive interventions to help struggling readers catch up with 

their peers (Torgesen, 2002).  In the State of Florida, school districts must incorporate the 

use of an assessment tool called the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 

(DIBELS) to qualify for Reading First grant funding.  Though DIBELS has been found 

to be a valid and reliable assessment for screening, monitoring, and evaluating student 

outcomes in early literacy skills, very little discussion or research has been conducted 

concerning teacher use and attitudes about DIBELS within a Reading First program.  The 

present study involved a qualitative analysis of teachers’ perceptions and use of the 

DIBELS within a Reading First context.  Fourteen teachers (seven kindergarten and 

seven first grade teachers), Reading Coaches, non-teaching Specialists, and DIBELS 

experts participated in the present study.  Results were aggregated for comparisons across 

multiple data sources.  Results suggest teacher’s perceptions may not be easily classified 

on a simple dichotomous range; rather their reported benefits and concerns on the use of 



ix 

the DIBELS were found to be varied and highly situational.  Results were further 

interpreted in the context of research literature on data utilization and analysis in schools. 
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 

Reading is perhaps the most important academic skill for children to acquire.  

Indeed it is the cornerstone upon which many other academic and cognitive skills 

develop for school-aged children.  Given its central importance in the socialization and 

education of children, it is troubling to discover how many students are affected by 

illiteracy.  Moats (1999) found that approximately 20% of elementary students 

nationwide have significant problems learning to read.  At least 20% of elementary 

students do not read fluently enough to enjoy or engage in independent reading.  The rate 

of reading failure for African-American, Hispanic, limited-English speakers and children 

living in poverty ranges from 60% to 70% (Moats, 1999).  One-third of poor readers 

nationwide are from college-educated families.  Twenty-five percent of adults in this 

country lack the basic literacy skills required in a typical job. 

The statistics concerning illiteracy in the United States are so pervasive that the 

National Institutes of Health regarded reading development and reading difficulty as a 

major public health concern (Moats, 1999).  However, the convergent literature has 

convinced many leaders in reading research to conclude that reading failure is 

unnecessary and can be prevented and ameliorated.  It is also important to note that 

experts suggested reading instruction is a significant challenge for teachers (National 

Reading Panel, 2000).  Unlike spoken-language acquisition, reading is not a natural 

process.  Rather, many researchers argue reading instruction must involve explicit, direct, 
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and systematic instruction (Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, Paras, & Schatschneider, 1998;  

Stanovich & Stanovich, 1995), and teachers must be provided specialized training and 

preparation to teach reading (National Reading  Panel, 2000).  

Federal Response to National Reading Concerns 

Though research on early intervention in literacy is several decades old, a new 

wave of public discussion and debate at the federal level of education and policy making 

has been occurring.  Much of the research in early literacy intervention argues reading 

development begins early in a child’s life and therefore requires explicit and systematic 

focus in the kindergarten through third grade years (e.g., Adams, 1990) for successful 

reading development.  The perceived convergence of research (e.g., National Reading 

Panel, 2000) on early identification and prevention of reading difficulties may have led to 

some of the increased emphasis in current policies enacted which place greater attention 

on accountability and focus on the use of “scientifically-based” instruction in reading. 

One such policy enacted by the federal government was the No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB), which was signed into law by President Bush on January 8, 2002.  The act 

was based on the following four principles: (1) stronger accountability for results, (2) 

more freedom for states and communities, (3) encouraging proven educational methods, 

and (4) more choices for parents.  At the core of this legislation was a greater emphasis 

on scientifically-based teaching of early literacy skills in kindergarten through third 

grade. 
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Reading First Program 

The Reading First grant program was a core component of the NCLB Act.  This 

grant program, which provided the nation’s schools with approximately $900 million in 

2003, was intended to promote the use of scientifically-based research to develop high-

quality reading instruction for grades K-3.  The three main funding categories available 

within a Reading First grant are professional development for teachers, purchase and 

implementation of assessments, and purchase of materials including software and books.  

The program was “…designed to select, implement, and provide professional 

development for teachers using scientifically-based reading programs, and to ensure 

accountability through ongoing valid and reliable screening, diagnostic, and classroom-

based assessment (www.ed.gov/programs/readingfirst/index.html, 2003).”  More 

specifically, the aim of the Reading First program was to (a) increase quality and 

consistency of instruction in K-3 classrooms; (b) conduct timely and valid assessments of 

student reading growth in order to identify students experiencing reading difficulties; and 

(c) provide high quality, intensive interventions to help struggling readers catch up with 

their peers (Torgesen, 2002). 

On September 7, 2001, Florida Governor Jeb Bush signed legislation (Executive 

Order #2001-260) to create the Just Read, Florida! initiative which was designed to 

coordinate several programs and grant funded initiatives already in place, while also 

providing a comprehensive plan to increase literacy rates in Florida’s public schools.  

This legislation created a leadership “triangle” to support and monitor the implementation 

efforts of this legislation (www.justreadflorida.com/docs/guidance.pdf) which consisted 
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of the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE), the Florida Center of Reading 

Research (FCRR) and the Florida Literacy and Reading Excellence (FlaRE) center. 

In addition to providing leadership direction for school districts by developing 

and evaluating research-based reading curriculums and instructional practices, FCRR 

provided technical assistance to school districts that have been awarded Reading First 

grants.  The technical assistance provided by FCRR involved, but was not limited to, 

consultation about appropriate assessment tools for inclusion in a school district’s 

Reading First plan, training on the use of progress monitoring and outcome assessments, 

and management/consultation for data collection and analysis of assessment data.  

Additionally, FCRR coordinated with the FlaRE center to identify professional 

development needs such as appropriate instructional materials and resources, and 

professional development materials and practices that are supported by scientific 

knowledge about reading and professional development 

(www.justreadflorida.com/docs/guidance.pdf). 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 

A key implementation component of the Reading First program plan in Florida 

was the use of DIBELS (Torgesen, 2002).  In general, a school district in Florida must 

submit a plan which describes coordination of four types of assessments to be eligible to 

receive grant funding.  These four types of assessments are screening, diagnostic, 

progress monitoring, and outcome assessments.  The Reading First program in Florida 

required each school district to commit to using DIBELS.  Though school districts may 

supplement with other assessment data, DIBELS purported to offer a cost effective, time 
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efficient approach that offered educators a reliable and valid means to (1) screen students 

to determine risk for reading failure, (2) progress monitor student achievement, and (3) 

assess outcomes in early literacy skills (Elliott, Lee & Tollefson, 2001; Kaminski & 

Good, 1996).   

The DIBELS provide very brief, individually administered tests of critical early 

pre-reading and reading skills (Kaminski, Cummings, Powell-Smith, & Good, 2008).  In 

Florida, this assessment was intended to be administered at least three times a year as a 

screening tool, though schools may administer DIBELS more frequently to monitor 

student progress more closely.  More frequent progress monitoring may also be 

especially helpful for children who are assigned to receive more intensive reading 

instruction because of the importance of monitoring closely the effectiveness of 

interventions for students who are at-risk of reading failure (Kaminski et al., 2008). 

In general, DIBELS, as utilized in the State of Florida, involved five subtests used 

at specific grade levels.  The five subtests are letter naming fluency (LNF), initial sounds 

fluency (ISF), phoneme segmentation fluency (PSF), nonsense word fluency (NWF), and 

oral reading fluency (ORF).  Table 1 depicts the FCRR recommended schedule for grades 

K-3 in Florida.  This table shows the recommended school days in which DIBELS would 

be utilized as a screening instrument and the subtests used for each grade level. 
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Table 1 
DIBELS Benchmark Screening Schedule for Each Grade Level. 

  
 Days 20-30 Days 65-75 Days 110-120  Days 155-169 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Kindergarten LNF LNF LNF LNF 
 ISF ISF ISF PSF 
  PSF NWF 
  NWF 
 
First Grade LNF PSF PSF PSF 
 PSF NWF NWF NWF 
 NWF ORF ORF ORF 
 ORF 
 
Second Grade NWF NWF NWF NWF 
 ORF ORF ORF ORF 
 
Third Grade ORF ORF ORF ORF 

 
 The term “fluency” in each of the subtests indicates a measure of speed plus 

accuracy about a student’s progress.  With exception to the Initial Sound Fluency subtest, 

all subtests in the DIBELS involve a one-minute timed measure.  Letter Naming Fluency 

(LNF) is a measure of how fast and accurate children can say the names of letters printed 

on a page.  Students are shown upper and lower case letters that are arranged in random 

order, and they are asked to name as many letters as they can in one minute.   

Initial Sound Fluency (ISF) is a measure of early phonemic awareness.  Children 

are presented with four pictures at a time and asked to point to the picture which 

corresponds with the initial sound provided orally by the examiner (for three of the 

pictures) and say the initial sound of the fourth picture.  This subtest measures the 

cumulative latency, in seconds, of student responses to task questions asked by the 

examiner.    
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Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF) is a slightly more advanced measure of 

phonemic awareness.  It tests children’s ability to pronounce and segment the individual 

phonemes in words that have three and four phonemes (e.g., cat or rest).  Children are 

orally provided with a word and asked to say all the sounds they hear in the word.   

Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) measures children’s knowledge and skill in 

applying the alphabetic principle.  Children can earn credit either by giving the individual 

sounds represented by the letters in simple non-words (e.g., /l/-/u/-/t/) or by blending the 

sounds together and pronouncing the non-word as a whole word (e.g., lut).   

Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) (also called CBM-Reading—Good, Simmons, & 

Kame’enui, 2001) is a measure of children’s ability to read grade level text aloud fluently 

and accurately.  Children receive a score based on the number of words in a grade-level 

passage they can read accurately in one minute.   

Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network 

In Florida, schools utilized DIBELS at least three times during the school year in 

order to identify and monitor the students’ progress in reading development.  The 

DIBELS data were submitted into a web-based data management program known as the 

Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network (PMRN) which was developed and is 

managed by FCRR.  This reporting system was designed to provide school districts with 

timely and reliable information about student performance on screening, progress 

monitoring, and outcome assessments in order for teachers to effectively plan classroom 

instruction and to assist schools in the evaluation of their core curricula and instructional 

practices.  The PMRN system, combined with the assistance of reading coaches at each 
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school—an intended component of the Reading First model in Florida—offered teachers 

a potentially valuable approach to immediately identifying students who are struggling, 

identifying areas of instructional need when designing reading interventions, and 

evaluating classroom instructional and curriculum variables.  

All K-3 student data in all Reading First schools were required to be included in 

this system of data collection; though fourth and fifth grade data may also be entered and 

utilized using the PMRN.  Specifically, the purpose of the PMRN system , as indicated 

on the Florida Center for Reading Research website, was to “efficiently and accurately 

accomplish three tasks: (1) allow the data from required tests to be entered quickly and 

easily; (2) store the data in a safe and secure location; and (3) provide timely and helpful 

reports to educators (www.fcrr.org, 2004).  And, according to the Reading Coach’s 

Guide (August, 2003) provided by FCRR, the Reading First program in Florida requires 

that information from assessments guide reading instruction and this information should 

inform teachers about the following:   

1. Risk level of students 

2. Specific weaknesses in reading skills that one or more students exhibit 

3. How students should be grouped 

4. The intensity of instruction required for certain students through small groupings 

or more time on skill-building activities 

5. Which skills should be emphasized for particular students 

6. How much change is occurring in student skills over time following interventions 
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7. The professional development needs of the teacher in the area of reading 

instruction 

There are four basic steps to using the PMRN system: (1) assessment teams 

(made up of professionals at the school and trained by FCRR regional coaches) collect 

the DIBELS data, (2) designated data entry personnel input the student data into the 

PMRN system, (3) the PMRN system quickly aggregates the data and allows reports to 

be generated, and (4) teachers and other educators access the PMRN reports by accessing 

the web-site utilizing a password and username unique to the teacher.  Because the web-

site was password protected, teachers had access to aggregate data for their classrooms as 

well as to individual student reports for students in their classroom.  Similarly, 

administrators generally had access to aggregated data for their school, aggregated data 

of each classroom, and aggregated data by grade level.  District leaders generally had 

access to aggregated data of the district and aggregated data for each school and grade 

levels for the district. 

A variety of reports were available to teachers using the PMRN system.  In 

general, a student’s data would have been displayed in any of three levels of reports: 

individual, class, and school.  Table 2 lists the general types of information that can be 

found in PMRN reports.  Throughout the reports, a color code was used to provide a 

visual representation of students’ instructional needs and risk-level.  Red indicated 

immediate intensive intervention was needed and the student was at high-risk of not 

achieving grade-level reading skills.  Yellow indicated additional instruction was needed 

to improve targeted skill areas and the student was identified as having a moderate risk 
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status.  Green represented the student was likely to achieve grade level reading skills with 

use of the core curricula and instruction and was subsequently identified as having a low-

risk status.  Blue represented above average performance on a particular measure or 

identified a student as having above grade level reading skills. 

Table 2 
General PMRN Reports for Use 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Report      Description 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Progress Reports: Shows gains students are making in a specific subtest area and how 

the performance has improved since the last assessment. 
 
Summary Reports:  Show the percentage of students who may need extra instruction 

compared to those who are making adequate progress. 
 
Historical Reports:  Compare the progress of the current year’s class to that of previous 

year’s classes. 
 
Comparison Reports: Compare the progress of a class or school to others in Florida 

serving similar children.  These are only available to schools at 
which all students are being Progress Monitored. 

 
Cumulative Reports:  Shows the results of all reading assessments recorded in the PMRN 

across all years and Year End Outcome Test scores, including 
scores from other schools. 

 
Appendix A contains the three types of specific reports that were used in the 

present study.  The Class Status Report (Figure A1) was a common progress report used 

by teachers which showed how well students in the class performed on a specific 

assessment cycle using DIBELS.  The list of students can be organized in either 

alphabetical order, level of instruction recommended (e.g., intensive, strategic, or initial), 

or by subtest score.  The recommended instructional level was a feature of the PMRN 
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that was generated for the teacher to direct their use of DIBELS data for developing 

broad instructional interventions.  The colors used by the PMRN system were intended to 

convey a level of instructional support necessary for helping a student achieve end-of-

year outcomes.  Red indicated that intensive remediation was necessary (i.e., High-Risk; 

HR), yellow indicated that moderate remediation supports were needed (i.e., Moderate-

Risk; MR), green indicated that general classroom curriculum was sufficient for 

continued progress (i.e., Low Risk; LR – core curriculum considered sufficient), and blue 

indicated that a student was performing above average (i.e., Above Average; AA).   

A commonly used summary report was the Student Grade Summary Report 

(Figure A2) which showed the progress of an individual student for a single assessment 

cycle for all DIBELS measures used for that assessment cycle.  This report allowed the 

classroom teacher to analyze a specific student’s status in comparison to the normative 

distribution of the classroom for the same assessment cycle.  By using a box plot format, 

the upper and lower limits of the box indicated the 75th and 25th percentiles, respectively, 

while the middle horizontal line within the box indicated the median population score.  

Individual data points above or below the whiskers indicated outliers whose scores fell 

within the upper or lower 5th percentiles.  The individual student’s score that was being 

analyzed was represented by a colored flag with the corresponding letters indicating that 

student’s overall status (e.g., HR = High Risk). 

 The Reading Progress Monitoring Student Cumulative Report (Figure A3) 

allowed a teacher to review a student’s progress across all cycles given throughout the 

year in addition to having student scores for end-of-year outcomes on other assessments 
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such as the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), the Standford-10 Achievement 

Test, and the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT).  Though a color-coding 

system was not utilized in this report, the risk indicator labels (e.g., HR) were available.  

One unique feature of this report was the use of a Recommended Instructional Level 

(RIL) rating which depicted a student’s overall instructional level for a given assessment 

cycle.  Analysis of this indicator across all assessment cycles allowed a teacher to 

identify the overall trend in a student’s performance throughout the school year.   

Teacher Decision-Making and Utilization of DIBELS Data 

The issue of decision making and use of assessment information by teachers is a 

critical issue that has been addressed in research concerning the use of Curriculum-Based 

Measurement-Reading (Wesson, Skiba, Sevcik, King, Tindal, Mirkin, Deno, 1983) which 

is closely related to the DIBELS measures (Good et al., 2001).  Though the technical 

adequacy on DIBELS have been researched and found to have acceptable reliability and 

validity for measuring students’ early literacy skills (e.g., Good, Kaminski, Simmons, & 

Kame’enui, 2001), little is known about how teachers are utilizing the assessment data to 

guide instructional decision-making within a Reading First context.  Knowing this 

information is important because the degree to which a classroom teacher uses an 

assessment tool as it was designed to be used and interpreted can have a significant 

impact on outcomes (Wesson et al., 1983). 

 For example, Wesson et al. (1983) trained three groups of teachers in the use of 

Curriculum-Based Measurement-Reading; each at different levels of technical adequacy 

(high, medium, and low).  The study examined the effects of the level of training as an 
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independent variable on student’s reading achievement as measured by student 

performance on three reading passages using CBM-Reading measures.  Their results 

showed students of those teachers who more accurately and consistently applied CBM 

made greater achievement gains.  The key variable that was observed by the researchers 

was the degree to which teachers made instructional decisions based upon technically 

adequate data and consistent rules regarding how to use this data.   

Other studies have found much diversity among teachers in regard to mastery of 

CBM measurement and data analysis techniques (King, Deno, Mirkin, & Wesson, 1983; 

Skiba, Wesson, & Deno, 1982), suggesting some teachers either need extensive training 

or ongoing support in order to use the measurement data in a valid and meaningful way.  

Although reading coaches—individuals assigned to a single school for providing ongoing 

consultation and training for teachers—are a core component of the Reading First 

program in Florida, little was known about how these coaches impacted teacher use of 

DIBELS data, or how teachers perceived the value of the reading coaches in their school. 

Purpose of Present Study 

DIBELS offer a preventive approach to handling reading failure and are designed 

to be used within an Outcomes Driven Model (Kaminski et al., 2008) for reducing 

potential reading difficulties while supporting all children to achieve adequate reading 

outcomes by the end of the third grade (Good, et al., 2001).  Researchers have shown that 

when used appropriately DIBELS can make a positive difference in a classroom where 

struggling readers may be found (Smith, Baker, & Oudeans, 2001).   
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When DIBELS are used in conjunction with teacher knowledge of reading 

instruction, as well as specific feedback about implementation during ongoing 

professional development, significant improvements in student reading achievement may 

be obtained (Smith, et al., 2001). As Baker, Smith, Kame’enui, McDonnell & Gallop  

(1999) stated, it is the “way the curriculum was implemented (and not the specific 

curriculum they used) [that] made the difference between successful and problematic 

learning for many [students].”  DIBELS is a set of indicators that may be used to assess 

students’ early literacy skills regardless of the curriculum program used.  Thus, teachers 

are a fundamental and necessary component for successful use of DIBELS towards a goal 

of all children reading at grade level. 

The primary purpose of the present investigation was to conduct a qualitative 

analysis of teacher’s perceptions and use of DIBELS within a Reading First program.  

Several factors made such on investigation necessary.  First, the research literature 

indicated that a teacher’s appropriate use and understanding of assessment data was 

important for supporting and improving student reading outcomes.  To date, no studies 

were found by this examiner which evaluated teacher’s perceptions and understanding 

about using DIBELS within a Reading First context.   

Second, evaluating process variables such as program participant beliefs, 

knowledge, and perceptions of a given program can supplement and assist in the 

evaluation of a program’s outcomes.  Program evaluation studies typically involve, at 

least, an evaluation of the program’s outcomes in terms of value and effectiveness 

(Patton, 1990).  However, several unanswered questions can still remain after an 



15 
 

evaluation of a program’s outcomes.  Though a complete process evaluation of the entire 

Reading First program was beyond the scope of the present study, an evaluation of a 

central component of the Reading First program was warranted (i.e., teacher’s 

perceptions and use of DIBELS).   

Third, though FCRR can monitor the frequency of teacher use of the PMRN 

system (i.e., frequency of log-in attempts), there did not appear to be any formal 

collection of information regarding teacher perceptions and value ascribed to using the 

PMRN.  For example, what reports did teachers find most useful?  Do teachers need 

further support or training regarding their use and understanding of PMRN reports?  

Finally, a qualitative approach to investigating teacher perceptions and use of DIBELS 

was best suited for answering process related questions by which specific events or 

activities occur and the meanings individuals place on those events or activities (Patton, 

1990).  Given these issues, the following research questions were proposed for 

investigation: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions and understandings about DIBELS and the 

PMRN? 

2. How do teachers’ understandings and use of DIBELS data, as presented in the 

PMRN reports, compare to Reading First experts who are provided with the same 

information? 

3. What attitudes and perceptions exist among persons other than teachers who 

participate in the collection, input, and analysis of DIBELS data throughout the 

school year? 
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CHAPTER TWO – Research Review 

The following section is a review of relevant research and discussion articles 

covering the essential elements and procedures for utilizing a qualitative approach to 

process evaluation for the improvement of the Reading First program.  It is important to 

note in the beginning that published material on process evaluation involving prevention 

programs was limited.  After a summary of process evaluation approaches, qualitative 

analysis procedures are reviewed.  Next, a review of the literature concerning the use of 

the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) is provided, followed by 

a review of research investigating teacher use of assessment data, so that the reader has a 

context for applying a qualitative approach to process evaluation in the present study. 

History of Evaluation Research 

Rossi and Freeman (1993) provided a sufficient review of the historical events 

leading to the modern day field of evaluation research.  Evaluation research emerged 

from the general acceptance of the scientific method around the 17th century.  Though its 

beginnings can be traced to this time period, evaluation research was considered a 

relatively modern development.  The university setting provided for the earliest work on 

program evaluations and eventually led to an increased popularity in the social sciences.  

The fields of education and public health were among the first to use systematic 

evaluation efforts.  Topics such as literacy rates, morbidity rates, and mortality rates in 

society were researched in earlier years.  A sizable increase in the use of program 
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evaluations of community action programs was observed in the 1930’s.  After World War 

II, and the inception of many federally funded social programs, an accelerated pace in the 

use of program evaluation occurred to meet the needs of urban development and human 

need associated with urban living; similar rates in program evaluation studies also 

occurred in order to meet the demand for measurable results of large-scale programs.   

By the 1950s large-scale evaluations were commonplace in society.  During the 

1960s, papers and books on evaluation research grew substantially in number.  In the 

1970’s professional journals and conference organizations developed rapidly in response 

to the developments in program evaluation research.  Much of the advances in evaluation 

research were due to advancements in statistics and related research methods.  Today the 

role of evaluation research remains substantial.  Regardless of political partisanship and 

leadership the role of evaluation research does not seem to change. 

Program Evaluation Research 

Some researchers define evaluation as any activity directed at collecting, 

analyzing, and interpreting information on the need for, implementation of, and 

effectiveness and efficiency of intervention efforts to better the lot of humankind (Rossi 

and Freeman, 1993).  Rossi and Freeman defined evaluation research as, “the systematic 

application of social research procedures for assessing the conceptualization, design, 

implementation, and utility of social intervention programs” (p. 5).  The purpose of 

evaluation according to the authors depended on the types of questions asked about a 

particular program.  In general, evaluations are undertaken to (1) judge worth, (2) 

estimate usefulness to improve, (3) assess utility of new programs, (4) increase 
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effectiveness, and (5) satisfy accountability requirements and sponsors.  Patton (1990) 

defined evaluation more broadly as any effort to increase human effectiveness through 

systematic data-based inquiry.  He generally conceptualized evaluation efforts as actions 

that inform stakeholders and enhance decision-making to solve human and societal 

problems. 

Whereas researchers such as Cook and Campbell (1979) argued for a purely 

scientific approach to evaluation research, others advocated for a more pragmatic 

approach similar to that offered by Cronbach (1982) (Patton, 1990; Rossi & Freeman, 

1993).  Evaluation research is different from scientific studies in purpose and intent 

(Cronbach, 1982; Patton, 1990; 2002; Rossi & Freeman, 1993).  The political nature and 

context in which many evaluation studies evolve from and operate is one distinctive 

feature of evaluation research.  Evaluation efforts should be idiosyncratic to meet the 

needs of program sponsors and stakeholders.  Scientific studies strive to meet standards 

set by the investigators’ peers and the overall statistical and theoretical rigor of standards 

imposed by research journals. Evaluations should be designed and implemented in ways 

that recognize the policy and program interests of the sponsors and stakeholders.  

Evaluations should yield useful information for decision makers given the political 

circumstances, program constraints, and available resources. “Resource limitations and 

more realistic expectations for social programs only increase the need for evaluation 

efforts as societies attempt to cope with their human and social problems” (Rossi & 

Freeman, 1993; p. 7).   
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 The intent of providing evaluation information that is useful for stakeholders and 

policymakers is consistent with Chen and Rossi’s (1983) observation of the difference 

between controlled scientific and socially motivated evaluations.  Their observations 

suggested controlled experiments were an attractive and seductive approach to evaluating 

a program in that such studies allow for an estimation of net effects through randomized 

experiments provided that the goals and objectives of a program were stated in objective 

and measurable terms.  However, defining a program’s goals and objectives in objective 

and measurable terms is not always a salient option.  That is why Chen and Rossi placed 

great importance on going beyond identifying the goals of a program to also identify the 

goals articulated by policy makers and other stakeholders who have legitimate interests in 

some aspects of the program.  This distinction was important because outcome variables 

identified through identification of program goals tended to be narrower than the 

connotative intentions of program designers and/or policymakers that may not have been 

included in the original program design. 

Legislation in the Unites States deliberately fosters diversity in the process of 

implementation, and therefore local conditions may require extensive adaptations in the 

program (Chen & Rossi, 1983).  Where such adaptations are made, it is important to 

evaluate the intended and stated goals of the policy makers in comparison to the intended 

and unintended goals of those local personnel who would implement such a program.  

That is why Rossi and Freeman (1993) stated, “…evaluators must be responsive to the 

context in which they are working (p. 27).”  The aim of an evaluator should be the 
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provision of the most reliable findings possible given the political and ethical constraints, 

and limitations imposed by time, money, and human resources. 

With regards to conducting evaluation research, particularly where programs are 

being evaluated to determine level of success achieved, Chen and Rossi (1983) suggested 

categorizing program goals in one of three categories: (1) Policy-directed/Plausible 

Goals, (2) Policy-directed/Implausible Goals, and (3) Theory-driven/Not Specified by 

Policy Goals (Chen & Rossi, 1983).  The overall purpose of making such distinctions is 

to not only confirm that intended effects are occurring, but also to identify effects that 

were not intended by their designers.  Such unintended effects may be either desirable or 

undesirable and may offset those intended.  An evaluator should take into account 

inferred effects as well as those directly intended.  The first category identifies those 

effects the program designers intend to occur when the program is implemented as 

designed; where the goals and specifications for program implementation and operation 

are clearly defined and specified.  The second category identifies program goals or effects 

that are intended by program designers, but likely implausible due to low specificity of 

implementation requirements and program operation.  The third category refers to effects 

not specified through policy or program designers, but is nonetheless plausible where 

local adaptations are likely to occur.   

A combined qualitative and quantitative approach to conducting evaluation 

studies may be utilized, and in some cases is best practice (Rossi & Freeman, 1993).  

These researchers argue the use of multiple sources increases the range of data collected 

and promotes data and methodological triangulation while increasing the validity of 
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conclusions.  Specifically, the authors suggest using direct observations by the evaluator, 

written records, data from delivery agents of the intervention and data from intervention 

trial participants.  Supportive of Chen and Rossi’s (1983) emphasis on the evaluation of 

unspecified-plausible goals at the local implementation level, Rossi and Freeman suggest 

a mixed methodological approach to evaluation combined with data collection from 

multiple sources provides a means for detecting such goals and unintended program 

features. 

 Having considered the purpose of evaluations and the role of the evaluator 

working within a social and political context, evaluators must also take important steps to 

ensuring that the results of their evaluation are useful for policy makers of the program 

being evaluated and stakeholders who may have different questions about and 

expectations for a given program (Chen & Rossi, 1983; Rossi & Freeman, 1993).  Thus, 

merely providing information does not ensure its use.  Dissemination and utility of 

information may be conceptualized as more of an art form.  It is important to understand 

the organizational arrangements under which a social program is operating.  Evaluators 

should consider developing a strategic plan for providing feedback to policymakers and 

stakeholders if the information is to be found valuable for use.   In the development of 

such plans, it may be necessary to establish a dissemination plan early in the evaluation 

process and revise the plan when new information yields specific requirements for 

ensuring stakeholders and policymakers use the evaluation information obtained.  As 

such, evaluation may be viewed as an evolving process rather than a static series of steps 

to follow.  
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Process Evaluation/Formative Evaluation 

Some researchers suggest that process evaluations have traditionally not been 

given the attention they fully deserve in evaluation research (Chen & Rossi, 1983).  

However, this trend appears to be changing as more and more process evaluations are 

being conducted in a wide variety of social and political areas.  Researchers typically 

characterize process evaluation as involving the monitoring of implementation and 

accountability practices of a program (Rossi & Freeman, 1993), examining the 

relationships among program components to identify critical intervention elements for 

future practitioners (Chen & Rossi, 1983), adherence to program implementation designs 

and specifications (Elliott & Mihalic, 2004), identifying a reasonable balance between 

program implementation fidelity and local adaptation of program implementations 

(CSAP, 2001), and identifying means for improving a program (Rossi & Freeman, 1993).  

Some have conceptualized process evaluation as a means to collect feedback about 

program implementation, participant responses to the program, changes to the site in 

response to implementation, and information about personnel competency (Israel, 

Cummings, & Dignan, 1995).  Helitzer, Yoon, Wallerstein, Dow y Garcia-Velarde, 

(2000), argued process evaluation can provide critical documentation necessary for 

sustaining and replicating successful community-based trials.  Process evaluation may be 

used as a key to understanding the internal dynamics of an intervention trial and to 

monitor the quality of a program.   

Rossi and Freeman (1993) suggest three questions when undertaking a process 

evaluation.  The first question concerns the extent to which a program is reaching the 
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appropriate target population.  The second question concerns the delivery of services in 

terms of consistency with program design specifications. The third question asks what 

resources are being or have been expended in the conduct of the program.  The second of 

Rossi and Freeman’s questions is synonymous with the concept of fidelity.  It has been 

argued that a valid evaluation study rests upon the consistency to which a program is 

implemented as designed and specified for use (Elliott & Mihalic, 2004).  However, 

according to Chen and Rossi (1983) implementation research, or process evaluations, 

have focused too much at worrying about fidelity and not enough about understanding 

the process of implementation.   

Fidelity is an important concept that often arises when the topic of process 

evaluation is discussed.  A debate exists in the research literature about fidelity and local 

adaptation (Blakely, Mayer, Gottschalk, Schmitt, Davidson, Roitman, & Emshoff, 1987; 

Castro, Barrera, & Martinez, 2004; Elliott & Mihalic, 2004; Kovaleski, Gickling, 

Morrow, & Swank, 1999).  According to Elliott and Mihalic (2004), there has been a 

long standing debate between the need for implementing programs as they were designed 

and the need to adjust program aspects to fit the local conditions.   Some researchers have 

argued evaluations should seek a balance between fidelity and local adaptation of a 

program’s implementation (CSAP, 2001), while others have questioned the assumption 

that local adaptation is inevitable (Elliott & Mihalic, 2004).   

The issue of fidelity as it applies to evaluating staff persons who participate in the 

implementation and use of a program typically involves a combination of three factors: 

setting conditions, adherence, and competence (Fixsen, Blasé, Naoom, & Friedman, 



24 
 

2005).  With respect to the present study, these factors are relevant for consideration.  

According to Fixsen et al., setting involves structural aspects of a program that must be in 

place for program success.  Adherence is the extent to which staff persons use the 

program in a manner intended by the program designers.  Competence refers to the skills 

one has in utilizing components of the program as designed and intended for use.   

Elliott and Mihalic (2004) suggest an appropriate amount of support and 

encouragement from directors, or administrators, is essential in motivating staff to adhere 

to program features as designed.  The authors argue that because the research literature 

has demonstrated the importance of fidelity and its significant relationship to 

effectiveness in outcomes any bargaining away from fidelity will lead to a decrease in 

program effectiveness.  Elliott and Mihalic indicated their observations suggest local 

adaptation that occurred incidentally in their implementation efforts did so at the direct 

staff or teacher level and not at the administrator level.  These adaptations were typically 

made without input from designers or implementation consultants.  They suggest that 

where such adaptations are occurring it is important to have a process for identifying 

them and determining the degree to which they may affect outcomes.   

Given the relevant research available about process evaluations, it is important to 

recognize that just as it is important to identify the program’s goals when evaluating 

outcomes of a program, it is important to identify the purpose of an evaluation in order to 

determine the relevant dependent variables to be measured during a process evaluation.  

If stakeholders and policymakers explicitly do not intend or desire local adaptations to 

occur, then utilizing a process evaluation for measuring fidelity of program 
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implementation and use would be best practice.  However, if adaptation and flexibility 

are built into the design of a program, then the issue of fidelity may not be as important 

as identifying the factors that lead to successful outcomes for the program as a whole, as 

well as factors that improve staff adherence to certain components of the program and 

competence in using the program.  

Rationale for Conducting a Process Evaluation 

Regardless of what the intent is of conducting a process evaluation, there are 

several potential benefits in conducting a process evaluation.  Evaluation of a program’s 

outcomes alone often provides narrow and sometimes distorted understandings of the 

program (Chen & Rossi, 1983).  Chen and Rossi provided a theory-driven approach to 

conducting evaluations by conceptualizing evaluation research as the testing of 

hypotheses for why a particular program or service is failing or succeeding.  The authors 

argued that a program’s failure might be due to poor conceptual foundations, low dosage 

levels of intervention, or because of poor implementation (e.g., fidelity).   

When outcome evaluations reveal little or no impact it is still possible to estimate 

if a program’s treatments are efficacious by examining process evaluation data (Rossi & 

Freeman, 1993).  Process evaluations can provide information about efficiency of 

operations.  Process evaluations also provide information about how accurately and 

effectively the program was implemented as it was designed.  Another potential benefit 

of process evaluation is its capacity for documenting operational effectiveness before a 

program has matured for outcome evaluation.   
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 Process evaluation results can lead to fine-tuning and redesigning a program in 

the interests of improving a program (Patton, 1990).  Bias can result in program 

implementations from self-selection by targets or from program actions and can 

compromise not only the success of the intervention but also assessments of outcomes 

(Rossi & Freeman, 1993).  Process evaluation data can provide a means for identifying 

areas of bias so that such bias may be treated effectively and objectively when conducting 

an outcomes evaluation.  Bias according to Rossi and Freeman refers to the extent that 

some target population participants are being served, or covered, more densely than 

others. Three basic sources of information are used in measuring program coverage: 

program records, surveys of program participants, and community surveys (Rossi & 

Freeman, 1993).  This information provides a means for identifying areas for improving 

the program as a whole or components of the program where problems with service 

delivery and bias in participation occur.   

 Process evaluation is synonymous with program monitoring (Patton, 1990; 2002; 

Rossi & Freeman, 1993).  Four methods should be considered in the design of a process 

evaluation according to Rossi and Freeman: (1) direct observations, (2) review of service 

records, (3) interview of service providers, and (4) interview of program participants.  

Where qualitative information is obtained from staff about features of the program, 

information can allow for not only identifying staff professional development needs, but 

also creative approaches to implementing or utilizing program features.  Other 

investigations may also be conducted. 
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Rossi and Freeman identify three types of investigations that may be conducted 

using a process evaluation.  The first is a description of the program.  A useful 

description of a program estimates a coverage and bias in participation.  It may identify 

the types of services delivered and classify the intensity of services given to participants 

and the reactions of participants to the services provided.  Both quantitative and 

qualitative data may be used for a description of the program.  Descriptions of the 

program may provide program designers a unique understanding of variables which were 

either not intended or were not anticipated with respect to implementation of and 

participation in the program. 

The second general type of investigation using process evaluation results is a 

comparison between sites where a particular program is implemented.  This permits an 

understanding of sources of variability in implementation and outcomes.  Sources for 

obtaining information may include staff, administrators, target populations, and 

surrounding environment (e.g., competing programs for existing services).  Such 

information may help standardize implementation efforts or offer clues why the program 

works at some sites and not at others.   

The third type of investigation is the level of conformity of the program to its 

design.  This type of investigation is most consistent with measuring the fidelity of a 

program’s implementation and use.  Discrepancies may be dealt with by moving the 

implementation towards the intended program specifications or providing a re-

specification of the design itself where adaptations are required for implementation at the 

local level.  Such an investigation provides an opportunity to judge the appropriateness of 
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outcome evaluations and to determine whether or not a more formative evaluation is 

required to develop the desired balance between design specification and local 

implementation requirements.   

 This type of investigation is consistent with McGraw, et al. (1996) who suggested 

that when there is a lack of information about what actually occurred during the 

implementation of an intervention, investigators may not be adequately interpreting study 

results of an outcome evaluation.  Data on the extent or dose of the intervention 

delivered, the fidelity with which the intervention was carried out, and the presence of 

competing programs, events, or other confounding influences can be useful for the 

interpretation of study results (McGraw, Sellers, Stone, Bebchuk, Edmundson, Johnson, 

Bachman, & Luepker, 1996). According to these authors, and consistent with Rossi and 

Freeman (1993), process data are useful for describing the program implementation, 

providing information for quality control and monitoring, and help explain program 

effects, or outcomes. 

 Finally, Patton (1990) depicted process evaluations as “elucidating and 

understanding the internal dynamics of how a program, organization, or relationship 

operates (p. 95).”  He provided several types of questions that are consistent with this 

approach: 

1. What are the things people experience that make the program what it is? 

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the program? 

3. How are clients brought into the program and how do they move through the 

program once they are participants? 
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4. What is the nature of the staff-client interactions? 

One potential benefit of conducting process evaluations of a program is that it provides 

outside persons not intimately involved in the day-to-day operations of a program (e.g., 

funding agencies, public officials, supervising agencies, etc.) to understand how a 

program operates.  Patton uses the terms formative evaluations and process evaluations 

synonymously.  Both are aimed at program improvement and often rely heavily, if not 

primarily, on process data.  In general, process evaluations focus on how something 

happens in a program rather than on the outcomes or results of a program. 

Process Evaluations in Education 

Though some process evaluation research has been conducted in education 

settings or related fields, process evaluation studies conducted on the Reading First 

program could not be found.  However, some research and discussion was available 

which offered insight on the factors which may impact a process evaluation in an 

educational setting.  For example, Fitzgerald and Clark (1976) conducted a process 

evaluation of inservice training for a school reading program.  The overall purpose of the 

study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the inservice training using teacher self-ratings, 

director ratings, and monitor ratings as well as any correlations between these ratings.  In 

general, the study found significant discrepancies between the three sources of 

information.  Nonetheless, these authors argued that product and process evaluation are 

essential to provide information on which to judge the effectiveness of inservice training.   

The immediate goal of inservice training is a process change in which the teacher 

demonstrates both cognitive and behavioral development as a result of inservice training.  
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Studies investigating process variables have been criticized for not including judgments 

about changes in teacher performance in the classroom as a result of inservice training.  

Researchers argue that more information is provided when attitudes about program and 

self-ratings are used simultaneously with descriptions of organizational process variables 

(Fitzgerald & Clark, 1976).   

Chen and Rossi (1983) contend that teachers in an education organization are 

notoriously difficult to control and influence because the instructional approaches used 

by teachers are not directly interdependent on the instructional approaches used by other 

teachers.  It may be common to find variability in the level of fidelity in implementing an 

educational program; and may also influence teacher variability in the level of 

participation in a program.  It would be important to consider evaluation questions in 

terms of relative differences between sites; for example, in relation to implementation of 

program components and participation levels among teachers.  Chen and Rossi suggest 

the implementation of large-scale educational programs relies heavily on the adherence 

of teacher’s behavior to the program’s intended design where teachers are depended upon 

for delivering any component of the program.  Because individual schools may be viewed 

in many respects as independent entities apart from the operations of other schools, and 

contain personnel who do not have a direct dependence between themselves in the 

individual school, there is high probability that implementation of large scale education 

programs will demonstrate modest to low levels of fidelity where specific design features 

are intended for implementation.   
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Harachi, Abbott, Catalano, Haggerty, and Fleming (1999) discussed the use of 

process evaluation studies in the field of education.  The 1990s witnessed a greater 

emphasis on process evaluation of prevention programs in education which attempted to 

elaborate on mechanisms through which outcomes operate.  Examination of program 

implementation is particularly crucial in the design of efficacy studies of school-based 

preventative programs according to the authors.  Harachi et al, state the extent to which 

teachers deliver a particular program component as designed is a critical question that 

needs to be addressed when evaluating outcomes.  They argue evaluators must assess 

program fidelity as well as program outcomes in order to best differentiate the failure or 

success of implementation as a context for examining the failure or success of a program.  

Understanding teacher participation levels and perceptions about a program would be an 

important set of variables when a process evaluation is conducted in education; even if 

only a partial evaluation of process variables is undertaken. 

Considerable variation in implementation of even similar programs is likely to 

yield differential outcomes.  Though process evaluation studies applied to Reading First 

programs is lacking, process evaluation studies have been conducted in other 

educationally-based areas such as staff training in health education (Helitzer, et al., 

2000), substance abuse treatment (Battistich, Schaps, Watson, & Solomon, 1996; Elliott 

& Mihalic, 2004; Pentz, Trebow, Hansen, MacKinnon, Dwyer, Johnson, Flay, Daniels, & 

Cormack, 1990), community mental health programs (Durlak & Wells, 1997), drug 

prevention programs (Goodstadt, 1988; Schaps, Moskowitz, Malvin, & Schaeffer, 1986), 

and nutrition, (Helitzer, Davis, Gittelsohn, Gohn, Murray, Snyder, & Stecker 1999).  
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Some researchers have argued that although much information is available for how to 

conduct a methodologically sound evaluation study, few such studies may be found given 

the political and financial environments in which a program is often evaluated within 

(Goodstadt, 1988).  Goodstadt, in a review of evaluation research regarding school-based 

drug education programs in North America, hypothesized variability in evaluation 

research design and implementation exists due to reservations on the part of 

administrators and program developers.  Reservations may often be due to the 

commitment of financial resources needed for planning and executing such evaluations.  

Evaluation research may often cause delays in developing a program while it is being 

tested in the formative stages of the evaluation.  Administrators often assume that 

implementing evaluation studies requires a specialized evaluator when in fact, according 

to Goodstadt, specialized evaluators are often only needed for research design and data 

analysis.  Given these observations, considerable variation is to be found among 

evaluation research studies regarding methodology and implementation of design 

features.   

Durlak and Wells (1997) provided a meta-analytic review of primary prevention 

mental-health programs.  In their review they observed that few studies provided any 

relevant data regarding how program implementation influenced outcomes.  As such, it is 

apparent that future process evaluation studies will be necessary in order to effectively 

understand outcome effects, as well as make comparisons between studies. 

Schaps, et al. (1986) described a series of seven evaluation studies of school-

based drug prevention strategies.  The seven strategies consisted of 4 in-service teacher 
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oriented strategies that focused on classroom management, student attitudes towards 

school, student self-esteem, and student development of social competencies.  Two 

strategies consisted of academic elective courses for students to enroll which taught skills 

and provided opportunities for helping peers.  None of the six strategies above directly 

addressed drug use.  The final strategy was a drug education course that taught students 

social skills and provided drug facts and information.  The study evaluated the 

implementation and effects of the strategies listed above.  Process data were gathered to 

monitor implementation.  Pre-test and post-test information was used to evaluate 

outcomes.  Process evaluation methods consisted of teacher attendance at each session of 

training, anonymous teacher ratings of sessions, observed participation in sessions, and 

documentation of agenda, content, and procedures used in each session.  The results of 

this study found a lack of effect for all strategies, with the exception of partial support for 

the efficacy of the drug education program.  These researchers argued the lack for 

support for the programs was due to an ineffective theory of drug prevention as opposed 

to limitations in the design and implementation of their evaluation research. 

Battistich et al., (1996) found higher degree of implementation integrity led to 

greater outcome results in a study examining teacher’s implementation of the Child 

Development Project; a program designed to reduce risk factors and increase protective 

factors among children.  They also found decreases in substance abuse among students in 

the high and moderate implementation schools while increases were found in comparison 

populations.  Though their findings did not yield a statistically reliable effect given the 
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decreased sample sizes for the subgroup analyses, their results do suggest the quality of 

intervention implementation should be considered when evaluating program outcomes. 

Pentz et al., (1990) found considerable variability among school-based prevention 

programs in terms of maintenance of effects, amount of time between provision of the 

intervention and observation of effects, and the magnitude of the effects found.  

Furthermore, such variability was found between studies based on similar methodology 

and content.  Pentz et al., hypothesized variability observed among these prevention 

evaluation studies may be due to differential implementation of evaluation design and 

interventions.  These researchers offered three approaches for defining quality of 

implementation: adherence—degree to which the intervention is provided to the 

experimental group and not the control group; exposure—amount of intervention 

provided to the target group; and reinvention—degree to which implementation deviates 

from the designed program standard.  Reinvention in particular is of most interest given 

the unique conditions that often exist at the local level when a program or program 

component is implemented on a large scale in an educational setting (e.g., state-wide or 

even county-wide).  Furthermore, Pentz found difficulty in measuring the degree to 

which teachers deviated from implementation design when using self-report surveys.  

They found 100% of the teachers survey reported they did not deviated substantially from 

the designed intervention.  Those that had deviated to some degree indicated the inclusion 

of additional materials, discussion, or number of sessions provided. 

Given the contextual, political, and cultural constraints of implementing large-

scale educational programs, Harachi et al. suggest evaluators look at variables other than 
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just fidelity.  One example is to measure the differences between implementers and non-

implementers on variables such as years of teaching experience, degree of self-efficacy, 

enthusiasm, preparedness, teaching methods compatibility, and principals’ 

encouragement and support.  The above variables may also help to identify the conditions 

under which a program is highly and accurately implemented as designed.  These 

researchers advocate for a complete description and operationalization of the key 

elements of a program as a first step in designing a process evaluation in education.   

   Helitzer et al. (1999) utilized process evaluation methods as a formative tool to 

improve and refine an intervention while being implemented as well as explain and 

interpret intervention outcomes.  These researchers developed a process evaluation plan 

by outlining a sequence of steps of the intervention that theoretically leads to the desired 

outcome.  In this plan they identified the most salient indicators to measure 

implementation.  The study used the following types of dependent measures: (1) self 

administered questionnaires that included facilitator characteristics, (2) training 

evaluation forms completed by facilitators, (3) facilitator check-off lists that documented 

curriculum-implementation, and (4) observations of group sessions.   

Qualitative Research Methodology 

Value and Nature of Qualitative Research Approaches 

 Any research proposal involving qualitative research methodologies must provide 

a rationale for engaging in such an enterprise (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  Such a 

justification involves an understanding of the value and nature of qualitative research.  

Patton (1990) reasoned that one of the powerful benefits of qualitative investigations is 
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that is allows the researcher to understand a particular phenomenon of interest from the 

points of view of people directly involved in the issue or phenomenon rather than through 

predetermined views held by the researcher.  This rich, detailed characteristic is one of 

the hallmarks of qualitative designs (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 

1990; 2002; Taylor & Bogden, 1998).  Qualitative researchers are naturalistic in their 

approach to inquiry (Patton, 1990; 2002; Taylor & Bogden, 1998).  Qualitative studies 

allow the evaluator to study topics of interest by approaching fieldwork without being 

limited by predetermined categories of analysis (Patton, 1990).  Qualitative research 

provides a wealth of information about a relatively smaller group of people that although 

reduces generalizability, increases understanding in greater depth than can be achieved 

through traditional quantitative approaches. 

 Qualitative inquiry is not a single thing with a single subject matter (Patton, 1990; 

2002).  Patton indicated qualitative inquiry builds on several interconnected themes 

which may be realized in the real world depending on the purpose, situation, questions 

being asked, and availability of resources.  Specifically, he lists 10 such themes: 

Naturalistic, inductive analysis, holistic perspective, qualitative data, personal contact and 

insight, dynamic systems, unique case orientation, context sensitivity, empathic 

neutrality, and design flexibility.  Any combination of these can occur and serve as a 

foundation for conducting a qualitative study.  A naturalistic theme focuses on studying 

the real world situations as they unfold with no attempts to manipulate or otherwise 

interfere with those situations.  An inductive analysis theme refers to an immersion into 

details and specifics of the data to discover important categories, dimensions, and 
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interrelations by beginning with exploration first rather than testing theoretically derived 

hypotheses.  A holistic perspective involves seeing the phenomenon as a whole whereby 

it is greater than the sum of its parts given its complexity as a system.  Personal contact 

and insight refers to direct contact with people, situations, and the phenomenon of 

interest whereby the researcher brings their personal experiences and insights as an 

important part of the inquiry and critical to understanding the phenomenon.  A dynamic 

system theme involves paying attention to processes and assuming change is constant and 

ongoing whether the focus is on an individual or an entire culture.  Unique case 

orientation themes assume each case is special and the focus is on capturing details in 

individual cases and then engaging in cross-case analyses based on individual case 

studies.  Context sensitivity refers to placing findings within a social, historical, and/or 

temporal context.  The theme of empathic neutrality assumes complete objectivity is 

impossible and pure subjectivity undermines credibility.  Thus, the researcher’s role is 

not in proving anything, advocating any particulars, or otherwise advancing any personal 

agenda.  Finally, Design flexibility refers to the openness for adapting the inquiry as 

understanding deepens and/or situations change by avoiding rigid designs that eliminate 

responsiveness, but rather pursues new paths of discovery as they emerge. 

 Qualitative methods are particularly suited for studies focusing on process 

variables involved in a program or organization (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Maxwell, 

2005; Patton, 1990; 2002).  Such investigations allow for an understanding of (a) 

implementation fidelity, (b) program operations and innovations where specific 

guidelines or rules are not provided in the implementation plan, (c) attitudes, beliefs, and 
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perceptions held by those serviced by a program or who participate in the operation of a 

program—this is particularly of interest where participants in the program’s operation are 

depended upon for delivering the appropriate levels of the intervention/service to clients, 

and (d) program components or issues that require modification for overall program 

improvement.  As Patton suggests, a common activity for all can result in drastically 

different outcomes depending on how the activity is experienced, what the unique needs 

are of each individual, and which parts of the activity were found to be most salient for 

individuals.  Qualitative studies are further well suited for understanding individual client 

outcomes (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Patton, 1990; 2002; Taylor & Bogden, 1998), 

programs comparisons (Patton, 1990; 2002), evaluability assessment – the degree to 

which a particular program is ready for systematic quantitative evaluation (Patton, 1990; 

2002), and quality assurance (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Patton, 1990; 2002; Taylor & 

Bogden, 1998). 

 In their book, The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glasser and Strauss (1967) 

argue qualitative research should focus its efforts to developing social theory and 

concepts.  Their Grounded Theory approach was designed to enable researchers to find 

plausible support for theories through discovery from data rather than from a prior 

assumptions, other research, or existing theoretical frameworks (Taylor & Bogden, 

1998).  The Grounded Theory approach begins with collection of data about a particular 

phenomenon from which themes, concepts and ideas are based upon.  Reviews of the 

themes, concepts and ideas are conducted in addition to collection of other data for 

comparisons and refinement of ideas.  Convergence of information builds towards the 
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establishment of a theory which “fits” the data.  According to Glasser and Strauss (1967), 

the main criteria in evaluating theories are if they “fit” and “work.”   

Other researchers have called into question this emphasis on focus for pursuing 

qualitative investigations (Patton, 1990; Seale, 1999; Taylor & Bogden, 1998).  Seale 

(1999) for example differentiated between social or cultural commentary against social 

research.  Patton (1990) allows for a more pragmatic approach whereby qualitative 

studies may be conducted to describe human action, beliefs, attitudes, and understandings 

regarding a program. More specifically, Patton wrote, “…there is a practical side to 

qualitative methods that simply involves asking open-ended questions of people and 

observing matters of interest in real-world settings in order to solve problems, improve 

programs, or develop policies (p. 89).”  His view on this issue, as he further argues, is 

like saying one may utilize statistical methods in a relatively straightforward way and not 

necessarily include an exhaustive review of logical-positivism.  “While these intellectual, 

philosophical, and theoretical traditions have greatly influenced the debate about the 

value and legitimacy of qualitative inquiry, it is not necessary, in my opinion, to swear 

vows of allegiance to any single epistemological perspective to use qualitative methods 

(Patton, 1990; p. 89).” 

Purpose and Research Questions 

A qualitative inquiry must provide a detailed purpose and justification for using a 

qualitative approach to investigating a particular phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 

1999; Patton, 1990).  Marshall and Rossman provide several general justifications when 

conducting such a study.  One in particular bears specific mention as it relates to the topic 
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chosen in the present study: Research on informal and unstructured linkages and 

processes in an organization.  This justification is consistent with Patton’s (1990) 

descriptions of formative evaluations, or process evaluations whereby understanding the 

specific actions as they occur in the natural setting can assist in identifying potential areas 

for improvement.  One of the potential purposes of engaging in a qualitative approach is 

that this approach allows for a collection of rich and detailed information about the 

beliefs, attitudes, or general understandings from the perspective of the individuals 

participating.  As such, qualitative studies tend to focus on three types of questions 

according to Maxwell (2005): (a) understanding of the meaning of events and activities to 

the people involved; (b) understanding the influence of the physical and social context on 

these events, and (c) process questions by which these events and activities occur.   

Similarly, Marshall and Rossman (1999) describe three purposes of qualitative 

research: (a) exploration of phenomenon not well understood in order to identify 

important categories of meaning to generate hypotheses for future research, (b) 

explanation of patterns related to a phenomenon in order to identify plausible 

relationships shaping the phenomenon, and (c) description and documentation of the 

phenomenon of interest in order to identify the salient actions, events, beliefs, attitudes, 

or social structures and process occurring in a given phenomenon or topic of interest.  

Questions which focus on differences of variance are considered appropriate for 

quantitative studies (Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 1990).  However, questions which have as 

their goal an understanding of what is actually taking place in the field is best supported 

by a qualitative approach (Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 1990). 
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Qualitative Research Methods 

 Researcher’s Biography and Role.  Researchers recommend a qualitative study 

must be specific and upfront of the researcher’s role in the study.  According to Marshall 

and Rossman (1999), a qualitative study must provide in its proposal a clear description 

of the researcher’s role in the study, level of reciprocity provided, plans for entering the 

organization being studied, a description of the researcher’s assumptions and potential 

biases, and consideration of any ethical concerns.  Patton (1990) provided five 

dimensions for consideration when designing a qualitative study. These dimensions each 

lie on a continuum and are defined as follows: 

1. Role of the Evaluator-Observer – the extent to which the researcher participates in 

the daily activities of the participants in their natural setting (full – partial – 

onlooker). 

2. Portrayal of the Evaluator Role to Others – the extent to which participants know 

that observations are being made and who the observer is (overt – partial 

knowledge – covert). 

3. Portrayal of the Purpose of the Evaluation to Others – the extent to which 

participants are informed of the purpose of the research study (full – partial – 

covert – false explanation). 

4. Duration of the Evaluation Observations (single observation with limited time – 

long-term multiple observations). 

5. Focus of the Observations (narrow/single element or component in a program – 

broad focus/holistic view of the entire program and all its elements). 
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These five dimensions are used by Patton to describe the variation in approaches to 

observations which can occur in qualitative studies.  They provide a framework for the 

researcher to define the parameters of a study and review how the evaluation is 

proceeding. As Patton states, “It is not possible to observe everything (p. 216).”  By 

focusing the study along very specific dimensions the researcher can find organization 

and logic while attempting to observe the complex reality of a given situation or program. 

Marshall and Rossman (1999) also suggest any qualitative study must contain a 

researcher biography which specifically highlights any a priori expectations, beliefs, 

and/or biases the researcher may have about conducting the study.  The purpose of 

providing such a biography is to provide greater credibility to the reader in providing up 

front the experiences, biases, expectations, and/or beliefs about the topic being 

investigated.  Consistent with Patton’s concept theme of empathic neutrality, one cannot 

present themselves as a clean slate.  Qualitative research does not require the researcher 

to remove such subjectivity.  Rather, the goal is to acknowledge subjectivity and 

understand how it influences the study.  This is discussed more in the following pages 

concerning validity and reliability constructs in qualitative studies. 

Selection Methods.  Researchers have indicated there are no formal rules for 

sample size in qualitative studies (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Patton, 1990; Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998).   The size of the sample depends on what the researcher wants to know, 

the purpose of the study, what information is intended to be useful to stakeholders, what 

will have credibility, and what can be done with available time and resources.  The size 

of the sample chosen for a qualitative study must be large enough to capture most or all 
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of the perceptions that might be important for inclusion in the study.  A sample size that 

is too narrow runs the risk of narrowing the scope or range of information available 

within a population.  A sample size that is very large has less risk regarding threats to 

validity; however, resources may be limited for designing studies with very large 

samples.  Marshall and Rossman (1999) argue that the number chosen for a sample size 

must be thoroughly justified in any research proposal involving qualitative research.  

Finding a balance between breadth and depth of a study is essential when conducting a 

qualitative study.  A method is needed for determining a reasonable starting point that 

finds balance between available resources and assuring a majority of potential 

perceptions are captured within the study.  Patton recommends researchers provide a 

minimum sample level for selection.  The researcher may add to this number as the study 

unfolds.   

Researchers have suggested recording consecutive individual interviews until a 

saturation point is reached – that is, a point in which the information obtained is no 

longer new (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002; Patton, 1990; 2002).   

However, according to DePaulo (2000), such an approach is not solidly grounded and 

may not tell the researcher in advance the optimal qualitative sample size needed which 

maximizes capture of new and relevant information while also minimizing unnecessary 

resource expenditures.  Starting with a sample size of 30 may be considered a reasonable 

starting point when random sampling procedures are employed (DePaulo, 2000; Griffin 

& Hauser, 1993).   
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Specifically, DePaulo reasoned that if the incidence rate of an assumed sub-

population (e.g., consumers who are dissatisfied with a product) is 1 in 10, then the 

chance of randomly selecting a person with a satisfactory perception is 0.9.  To determine 

the chance of finding the same type of participant with a satisfactory perception a second 

time in a row, one would multiply 0.9 to the second power.  Therefore, the probability of 

selecting 10 satisfied participants in a row would be 0.9 to the tenth power, or 0.35.  

DePaulo reasoned there would be a 35 percent probability that a sample of 10 would have 

missed participants who were dissatisfied assuming an incidence rate of 1 in 10.  DePaulo 

developed a table for researchers to use as an initial guide to minimize the risk for 

sampling error by repeating the power calculations for various incidences and sample 

sizes.  The table is then useful for selecting a sample size that is within the resource limits 

while also reducing the risk of sampling error.  His calculations suggested 30 participants 

with an assumed incidence of 10% would have a 95% chance of capturing all potential 

perceptions in the population sampled.  This starting point is consistent with Griffin and 

Hauser (1993) who found fewer new perceptions with each additional interview 

conducted beyond 30 individual interviews in a study involving consumer use of 

products.  Again, this assumes a population incidence rate of 10%.  Conversely if one 

assumes an incidence rate of 33% then according to the table, there would be about a 

98% chance of capturing all relevant perspectives. 

Following selection of the number of participants for inclusion in a qualitative 

study, the researcher must consider the appropriate sampling method for selecting 

participants.  Some researchers have provided comprehensive lists which describe 
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various types of methods for sampling (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990).  Patton 

in particular provided a list of 16 methods.  The reader is referred to Patton for a 

complete description of the strengths and weaknesses of each method which is beyond 

the scope and purpose of this review.  A few methods do deserve some attention: 

Criterion sampling, random purposeful sampling, and convenience sampling.  Criterion 

sampling procedures involve picking all cases that meet some criterion.  According to 

Patton, this approach is common in quality assurance studies. This sampling method can 

be applied to identify cases from questionnaires or tests for in-depth interviews.  Random 

purposeful sampling adds credibility to a study when the potential pool of participants is 

too large for one to handle.  It also reduces judgment within a purposeful category.  The 

weakness of this approach is that it does not allow for generalization or 

representativeness.   This may not be an issue for studies where the focus involves a 

descriptive purpose for engaging in the qualitative study, or generating potential 

hypotheses for future research.  Convenience sampling methods serve as the poorest 

rationale for sampling participants (Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 1990; 2002).  However, this 

approach is focused on minimizing costs and reducing time. 

 Data Collection and Analysis.  Great care and consideration must be involved 

when designing data analysis procedures in a qualitative study.  Researchers have noted 

that the data analysis part of any qualitative study is often the weakest part of the study 

(Maxwell, 2005).  Taylor and Bogden (1998) described qualitative data analysis as, “the 

most difficult aspect of qualitative research to teach or communicate to others (p. 140).” 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), there are few agreed upon rules for drawing 
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conclusions and verifying the sturdiness of the conclusions.  What is agreed upon in the 

research literature is the need to conduct analyses of the data concurrently with data 

collection, and provide rich detailed information concerning the physical and social 

contextual variables; in addition to the researcher’s thought processes throughout the 

analysis of results.  Patton (1990) argued the researcher has an obligation to, “monitor 

and report their own analytical procedures and processes as fully and truthfully as 

possible,” regardless of the analysis procedures employed (p. 372).”  That is, the 

researcher will not only report on the findings of the study, but also on the analytical 

process.   

Marshall and Rossman (1999) described typical qualitative analysis procedures as 

having six phases: (a) organizing the data; (b) generating categories, themes, and 

patterns; (c) coding the data; (d) testing the emergent  understandings; (e) searching for 

alternative explanations; and (f) writing the report.  Maxwell (2005) conceptualized 

analytic options into three broad categories: (a) memos; (b) categorization strategies; and 

(c) connecting strategies.  Categorization strategies include the popular procedure of 

coding the data.  Categorization strategies may be classified into three types: 

organizational, substantive, and theoretical.  Organizational categorization involves 

predetermined identification of broad topics or categories which may be later used as 

“bins” for presenting the results of the study.  Substantive categorization primarily 

involves a description of the participants’ concepts or beliefs.  This process involves 

inductive analysis, and the outcomes of this process may be used to facilitate a more 

general theory of what is going on in the study, but does not necessarily depend on the 
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theory being explored.   Theoretical categorization approaches typically represents the 

researcher’s concepts rather than denoting the participants’ own concepts and the topics 

developed may be either derived from existing theories or from an inductively developed 

theory. 

Taylor and Bogden (1998) suggested “discovery” is the first step in the analysis 

of qualitative data.  This ongoing process of discovery involves identifying themes and 

developing concepts and propositions.  Given the sheer volume of information (measured 

in pages of text) it is essential that data analysis procedures be ongoing throughout the 

data collection process.  The cycle of collection and analysis allows the researcher to 

track early themes and concepts, either intended or unintended, which offer the researcher 

a means of refining, highlighting, or otherwise focusing on such themes and concepts in 

subsequent data collection sessions. Coding the data is the second step for Taylor and 

Bogden.  This process usually occurs after the data have all been collected.  These 

researchers caution the reader about any delay in coding the data after it has been 

collected since the greater the delay the greater the difficulty may occur with going back 

to informants to clarify any points or tie up loose ends.  Researchers according to Taylor 

and Bogden may even maintain casual contact with informants during the analysis phases 

and/or have informants read draft reports as a check on interpretations.  Finally, the third 

step involves attempting to discount findings, or understand the data in the context in 

which they were collected.  Field notes are essential for undertaking this step (Patton, 

1990).  This final step is consistent with Patton’s recommendation to researchers that the 

analytical process be communicated clearly and in great detail when writing the results of 
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the study.  Thus, making sense of qualitative data must include the researcher’s role, the 

context in which the data was obtained, informal observations made before, during, and 

following interviews or focus groups, and the researcher’s thinking process for making 

specific interpretations and the evidence used to make those interpretations. 

More recently computerized software programs are being utilized for the analysis 

of qualitative data. According to some researchers there is a seductive aspect about this 

approach to analysis (Fielding, 1993; Taylor & Bogden, 1998). According to Fielding 

(1993), there is a “perceived danger of superficial analysis produced by slavishly 

following a mechanical set of procedures (p. 3).”  Fielding argues that most software may 

have an implicit conventional grounded theory approach; however such programs may 

not be valuable for researchers interested in hermeneutic approaches, ethnomethodology, 

conversation analysis, or holistic analysis.  Nonetheless, computerized analysis can 

provide a measure of reliability in the coding of data for identifying themes or concepts 

towards interpretation (Seale, 1999; Taylor & Bogden, 1998) 

Patton (1990; 2002) referred to two analytical approaches as “case analysis” and 

“cross-case analysis”.  Patton suggested case studies are appropriate when the researcher 

is interested in variation in individuals as the primary focus.  Cross-case analyses involve 

“grouping together answers from different people to common questions or analyzing 

different perspectives on central issues (p. 376).”  When an interview guide is used as the 

tool for collection of interview data, people can be grouped by topics from the guide.  It 

is important that the researcher understands upfront that the relevant data won’t 
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necessarily be found in the same place for each interview given the natural conversational 

flow required of an interview process. 

Reliability and Validity.  Any discussion of data analysis procedures must include 

a discussion of validity and reliability (Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 1990; 2002; Seale, 1999).  

The validity and reliability of qualitative data depend to a great extent on the 

methodological skill, sensitivity, and integrity of the researcher (Patton, 1990; 2002).  

Unlike traditional quantitative methodologies which rely upon well designed instruments 

and statistical procedures for ensuring the reliability and validity of the study, qualitative 

studies must make explicit the use of any procedures for minimizing threats to validity 

and ensuring internal reliability since the researcher is the research instrument (Marshall 

& Rossman, 1999; Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 1990; Seale, 1999).  

According to Seale (1999) attempts at replicability of qualitative studies is rarely 

found and where found are exercises to promote artificial consensus.  In other words, 

according to Seale, different people are likely to have different accounts of the world.  

This view seems consistent among other researchers of qualitative studies.  Taken as a 

whole, the research literature suggests the concepts of reliability and validity are not 

readily applicable to a purely qualitative study.  Nonetheless these concepts are consistent 

within a qualitative approach when conceptualized as determining the “trustworthiness” 

of the researcher’s interpretations of the information.  Therefore, one obligation the 

researcher has in order to demonstrate a trustworthiness is to “facilitate the expression of 

these accounts” (Seale, p. 42) so that others may make their own analyses to compare 

with the researcher’s.   
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However, this may not necessarily provide trustworthiness if such facilitation is 

viewed as selections of possible versions.  To make sense of this, Seale recommends 

researchers conceptualize the reliability aspects of a qualitative study as having either 

external or internal reliability.  External reliability is a demanding process referring to the 

replication of findings in conducting the same study again.  In qualitative research, the 

sheer variety of different points of view can often lead to different outcomes in a 

replicated study.  Thus, “the expectation of complete replication is a somewhat unrealistic 

demand (p. 42).”  Internal reliability is much more obtainable in qualitative studies and 

there are a variety of strategies that may be used to demonstrate a qualitative studies’ 

internal reliability.  Internal reliability can refer to the extent to which different 

researchers identify similar constructs (Seale, 1999).  Computers may also be used to 

facilitate the finding of coding errors or discrepancies according to Seale.  This basic 

procedure typically involves a use of inter-rater checks on the coding process.   

Lincoln and Guba (1985) reasoned that the conventional terms of validity and 

reliability may be inappropriate for qualitative work if a “naturalistic” approach is used 

which rejects a cause and effect view of the world; typically characteristic in a positivist 

view of the world.  They conceptualized reliability and validity within a qualitative study 

as one of “trustworthiness” being established.  They identified four additional ways a 

researcher can establish trust in their research project: (a) internal validity or 

“credibility”; (b) external validity or “transferability; (c) reliability or “dependability; and 

(d) objectivity or “confirmability".  Credibility can be achieved by engaging in long 

durations in the field with participants, engaging in multiple and persistent observations, 
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engaging in triangulation exercises, and exposing the research report to others and/or 

searching for alternative interpretations.  Transferability is not intended to be achieved by 

use of random sampling or probabilistic reasoning.  Rather the researcher provides a 

detailed, rich description of the setting studied so that readers are given sufficient 

information to be able to judge the applicability of findings to other settings which they 

know. Dependability can be achieved by engaging in “auditing” which consists of the 

researchers’ documentation of data, methods, and decisions made during a project, as 

well as its end product.  Auditing is also useful in establishing confirmability.  Auditing, 

according to Lincoln and Guba is also conceptualized as an exercise in “reflexivity” 

which involves the provision of a methodologically self-critical account of how the 

research was done, and can also involve triangulation exercises.   

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 

 Early literacy skills have been a focused area of research in the last couple of 

decades.  More importantly, advances have been made with regards to intervention and 

assessment of early literacy skills in the last decade.  Adams’ (1990) book entitled 

Beginning to read: Thinking and learning about print was written based on a 

comprehensive review of the research literature on reading.  Adams concluded a 

student’s trajectory of reading development was increasingly highly resistant to 

interventions if reading difficulties persisted beyond the first grade.  However, her 

research suggested that a student’s trajectory was sensitive to change during the pre-

kindergarten through first grade years.  Johnston and Allington’s (1991) review of 

remedial reading intervention studies was consistent with Adams’ findings in which they 
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too concluded remedial reading instruction has not been very effective, in general, at 

making children more literate.  Prevention has therefore gained more attention as the 

optimal course of action in developing students’ reading literacy.    

In 1996, Good & Kaminski published a manuscript entitled Assessment for 

instructional decisions: Toward a proactive/prevention model of decision-making for 

early literacy skills.  This article provided a case study to illustrate the use of DIBELS 

within a problem-solving model of educational decision-making.  The purpose of the 

article was to demonstrate how to use DIBELS to develop local norms, monitor progress 

of student performance, and evaluate effects of interventions on an individual basis.  It 

emphasized a link between teaching and assessment in which assessment is most useful 

when it is directly linked to the curriculum.  It also emphasized a need for early 

intervention for at-risk learners in reading before the end of first grade.  The goals of the 

decision-making model using DIBELS are to (1) prevent reading problems by ensuring 

that students have early literacy skills, and (2) proactively engage in instructional 

modifications to minimize the magnitude of reading problems for students who are 

having trouble developing early literacy skills.  In short, DIBELS were developed as a 

prevention approach to reading improvement.   

DIBELS are not intended to be the sole form of assessment used with young 

children (Kaminski et al., 2008).  Convergent information from multiple sources and 

multiple assessment procedures is desirable especially in high stakes educational 

decisions.  The methods used in the DIBELS measures do not suggest the methods of 

instruction.  DIBELS were developed to serve as indicators of critical early literacy skills.  
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The measures link most directly to three of the five “big ideas” or essential skill areas 

identified in the reading research literature (National Reading Panel, 2000).  Those three 

skill areas are (1) phonological awareness, (2) alphabetic principle, and (3) fluency with 

connected text.  Phonological awareness refers to the explicit awareness of the sound 

structure of language, including the ability to orally manipulate sound units smaller than 

words.  This skill area includes rhyming words, blending phonemes, segmentation of 

phonemes and syllables, and deletion of phonemes and syllables.  Phonemic awareness is 

not the same thing as phonics, which is the pattern of letter-sound correspondences in 

written language.  The alphabetic principle refers to a child’s awareness of letter-sound 

correspondences.  Fluency refers to a child’s oral reading rate at a particular instructional 

level within a standardized time frame. 

 As part of the early development of DIBELS, Kaminski & Good (1996) examined 

the reliability, validity, and sensitivity of experimental measures to assess areas of early 

literacy.  The measures were phoneme segmentation fluency, letter naming fluency, and 

picture naming fluency.  The measures were designed for repeated use to identify 

children with difficulty acquiring basic early literacy skills.  The measures were tested on 

37 kindergarten students who could not read and 41 first grade students who could read.  

All 78 students were drawn from one elementary school in the Pacific Northwest.  Both 

the kindergarten and first grade groups were divided randomly into two groups, a 

monitored and non-monitored group.  Students in the monitored groups were 

administered the measures two times a week for a period of 9 weeks while students in the 
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non-monitored groups were tested with the measures only at the beginning and at the end 

of the 9 week period.  The study was conducted in three phases.  

In phase one all students were tested on the McCarthy Scales of Children’s 

Abilities and the three DIBELS measures.  Their teachers completed the Rhode Island 

Pupil Identification Scale and a teacher rating scale in order to further evaluate students’ 

classroom behaviors.  Kindergarten teachers also administered the Metropolitan 

Readiness Test, which assesses reading and math readiness skills.  The first grade 

teachers administered the Standford Diagnostic Reading test and CBM reading as a 

measure of reading readiness.  Phase two consisted of the 9-week progress monitoring of 

students assigned to the monitoring groups.  Phase three involved all measures except the 

McCarthy.  Results were summarized in three ways: point, level, and slope of scores.   

Reliability estimates on the three DIBELS measures for the kindergarten students 

ranged from .77-.93 (point), .97 to .99 (level), and .62-.88 (slope).  The reliability 

estimates for the first graders were .60-.83 (point), .83-.95 (level), and .00-.36 (slope).  

The authors concluded moderate to high reliability for kindergarten students on the use of 

the DIBELS measures.  The first grade reliability coefficients were low to moderate.  

Criterion validity was examined by correlating the DIBELS estimates (point, level, and 

slope) with the criterion tests used in the first phase of the study.  For the kindergarten 

students, significant positive correlations were found for all point and level estimates 

with all criterion measures (range = .43 to .90, p < .01).  All but one of the twelve 

correlations for slope estimates for kindergarten students were not significant.  

Furthermore, the correlations for slope on the letter naming DIBELS measure were 
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negative with the first one (correlated with the McCarthy) being -.59 (p < .05).  Only 9 of 

the 45 correlations for the first grade students on point, level, and slope estimates were 

significant positive correlations with two of them significant at the .05 level. (range = .42 

- .74, p < .01; .32 - .47, p < .05).   Analysis of sensitivity yielded acceptable evidence that 

children’s performances on the measures may change substantially from the end of the 

kindergarten to the end of the first grade years.   

The phoneme segmentation measures proved to be a more reliable, valid, and 

sensitive measure than the letter naming and picture naming measures.  Furthermore, 

slope estimates for the kindergarten and first grade groups were very low and suggested 

little change during the 9 week monitoring period.  The authors concluded that the failure 

of the picture and letter naming fluency tasks on slope estimates may indicate that these 

two measures are not very sensitive to performance change over a 9 week period.  They 

further hypothesized that such little evidence of change may be a result of little 

instruction provided for those skills in the classroom during the 9-week monitoring 

period.  Authors correctly concluded that the sample size of the study was limited and 

cautioned the reader about generalizing their findings while calling the results of the 

study preliminary. 

 According to Kaminski and Good (1998) reading is a cultural imperative in 

today’s information-based society.   The authors argue that DIBELS provide a significant 

value because it provides a cost-effective, time-efficient approach to (1) identifying 

students who require early literacy skills interventions beyond the general education 

curriculum, (2) providing formative evaluation regarding intervention effectiveness for 
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individual students, and (3) determining when interventions have successfully reduced 

the risk of reading failure by remediation of early literacy skills deficits.  The key to the 

success of DIBELS is its emphasis on formative assessment.  By providing repeated 

measurements of a student’s progress over time, teachers are best equipped to make 

critical instructional decisions that ensure successful progress towards goals.  Kaminski 

and Good also discussed the differences between Curriculum-based Measurement (CBM) 

Reading and DIBELS.  Though the authors list several differences between DIBELS and 

CBM-Reading which are not directly pertinent to this study, two aspects deserve 

attention.    

Kaminski and Good indicated variability in performance is a natural characteristic 

of all people.  The authors argue CBM, in general, displays a moderate level of variability 

compared to DIBELS, which may be characterized as having high variability.  This 

variability may be associated with the nature of the skills being assessed (e.g., emerging 

early literacy skills as opposed to oral reading fluency).  As a result, more data points 

may be required when using DIBELS in order to obtain the same level of confidence 

given the sensitivity and age of the population being served.   Also, CBM has a long 

duration with reliable use over several years while DIBELS have a short duration with 

many measures having floor effects and reaching ceiling effects for different time periods 

with different measures.  The authors characterize DIBELS as a necessary but 

insufficient set of skills towards life skills. Thus it is best to consider DIBELS as an 

assessment tool for students acquiring early literacy skills only. 
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Good, Simmons, & Smith (1998) provided a rationale for early and intensive 

literacy intervention by reviewing three converging areas of research in early literacy and 

reading acquisition.  The authors also provided mechanisms to enhance early literacy 

development through the strategic and timely linkage of assessment and intervention. The 

three areas of converging research are essential skills to teach for successful literacy 

development, research-based instructional designs for teaching essential literacy skills, 

and utilizing assessment to make curricular and instructional changes in the classroom.  

The authors highlight a consistent finding that children who experience early reading 

difficulties are likely to continue to experience later difficulties.  However, much of these 

conclusions come from correlational studies that do not communicate sufficiently the 

scope of the issue and problem.   

CBM-Reading may be used in order to directly monitor a child’s reading 

trajectory.  However, such assessment tools may not allow for early detection of 

difficulties in acquiring early literacy skills which provide the foundation for later reading 

fluency and comprehension.  In this context, Good et al, describe the “Mathew Effect” 

(Stanovich, 1986) in which initial skills lead to faster rates of acquisition of subsequent 

skills for those students with high skills and slower acquisition for students with lower 

initial skills.  The authors argue the differences in developmental reading trajectories may 

be due to a series of reading experiences and activities that began with difficulty in early 

literacy skills, combined with minimal exposure to print, and further build to lowered 

motivation and desire to read.  They highlight research that shows good readers may have 

as much as twice the exposure to the amount of vocabulary experienced by poor readers 
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prior to entering into the kindergarten year.  The authors argue low initial skills and low 

slope in trajectories of reading development lead to a near impossibility for “catching up” 

to their same-age peers beyond the first grade.   

Good, et al. (1998) point to a converging body of research that highlights a 

number of different areas, or big ideas for early literacy programs.  The first of these is 

phonological awareness, or an individual’s sensitivity and awareness of the sound 

structure of one’s language.  Phonological awareness includes skills such as segmenting, 

blending, and naming letters and sounds.  The second area is an understanding of the 

alphabetic principle, which refers to an individuals mapping of print to speech and 

establishing an association between a letter’s sound and its written form.  Phonological 

recoding is the third area that describes an individual’s ability to recognize the 

relationship between words, syllables, phonemes, and letter sounds in order to pronounce 

an unknown written word or to spell a spoken word.  The development of this skill is 

progressive.  The easiest form is when a child is provided with a spoken word and asked 

to match it with three distinctly different written words.  Later, children use letter-sound 

correspondences and their positions in sequences to spell and read words.  With 

redundancy and practice, children learn to recognize words more efficiently.  The fourth 

area concerns accuracy and fluency with connected text.  Poor word recognition skills 

inhibit an individual’s ability to comprehend text.  By making these four big ideas 

explicit components of an early literacy program, early reading acquisition skills may be 

enhanced for students and provide a solid foundation for continued reading development 

(e.g., reading comprehension). 
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How to teach the above skills is also of critical importance.  In demonstrating the 

link between what to teach and how to teach it, Good et al, drew upon the work 

developed by Smith, Simmons, and Kame'enui (1998) who synthesized the results of 25 

intervention studies conducted from 1985 to 1996.  Good et al., summarized the five 

features for teaching phonological awareness.  The first is to provide instruction at the 

phoneme level.  The second is to scaffold tasks and examples according to a range of 

linguistic complexity.  Next, explicitly model phonological awareness skills prior to 

student practice and provide students with generous opportunities to produce isolated 

sounds orally during practice.  Fourth, provide systematic and strategic instruction for 

identifying sounds in words, blending and segmenting, and culminate with integration of 

phonological awareness and letter-sound correspondence instruction.  Finally, use 

concrete materials to represent sounds.  Good et al, describe the use of DIBELS as a 

means of evaluating the acquisition of early reading skills and using DIBELS data to 

make instructional decisions.  The authors address the limitations of traditional reading 

assessments in terms of poor utility towards intervention design and poor utility for 

formative assessment or progress monitoring.   

Reliability and Validity of DIBELS 

Some research and discussion exists in the literature which demonstrates DIBELS 

utility for early detection of student difficulties in acquiring early literacy skills (Barger, 

2003; Buck & Torgesen, 2003; Elliott, et al., 2001; Good, et al., 2001; Good, Simmons, 

Kame’enui, Kaminski, & Wallin, 2002; Kaminski et al., 2008; Shaw & Shaw, 2002).  

Elliott, et al. (2001) evaluated four of the DIBELS measures in identifying kindergarten 
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students who are at-risk for reading failure.  These measures were letter naming fluency, 

sound naming fluency, initial phoneme ability, and phoneme segmentation.  The authors 

point out that the original version of DIBELS was a set of 10 brief measures 

conceptualized as downward extensions of CBM reading probes.  The 10 original 

measures were: Story Retell, Picture Description, Picture Naming Fluency, Letter 

Naming Fluency, Sound Naming Fluency, Rhyming Fluency, Blending Fluency, Onset 

Recognition, and Phoneme Segmentation Fluency.  Elliott et al. evaluated two of the 

three measures evaluated by Kaminski and Good (1996); Letter Naming Fluency and 

Phoneme Segmentation Ability.  The authors also evaluated the reliability and validity of 

using the Sound Naming Fluency and Initial Sound Fluency measures.  The purpose of 

the study was also to extend the results of Kaminski and Good by including a larger 

sample size of participants.   

The study involved 75 kindergarten students from four classrooms in three 

elementary schools in a Midwestern city. Although the sample was small, the group was 

representative of local and national populations in gender percentages, percentage of 

minorities as a whole, and percentage of population on free or reduced lunch status in 

school.  Five assessments were provided to students: 4 DIBELS measures, the Broad 

Reading and Skills Clusters on the Woodcock-Johnson Psychoeducational Achievement 

Battery—Revised (WJ-R), the Test of Phonological Awareness—Kindergarten form 

(TOPA), and the Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT).  School staff earlier in the 

school year completed the Developing Skills Checklist (DSC).  The DIBELS measures 

were the predictor measures.  The WJ-R, TOPA, DSC, and the teacher-rating 
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questionnaire were used as criterion measures.  The K-BIT scores were used to control 

for differences in ability in the regression analyses.  

Inter-rater reliability estimates and coefficients of stability and equivalence for 

three of the DIBELS measures ranged from .80 - .90 (Letter Naming Fluency, Sound 

Naming Fluency, and Phoneme Segmentation Ability).  The authors concluded that the 

magnitude of coefficients of stability/equivalence indicated most of the variance in 

students’ scores may be attributable to true differences in abilities measured than to errors 

in measurement.  Concurrent validity of the DIBELS measures were computed by 

measuring the correlation between level estimates on the DIBELS measures (average 

scores over repeated administrations) and each of the criterion measures used.  The 

strongest correlations were found between the DIBELS Level estimates and the Skills 

cluster of the WJ-R and Developing Skills Checklist.   

The authors reported 35-40% of the variance in scores on the two achievement 

measures was explained by correlations between the DIBELS measures and the criterion 

achievement measures.  Correlations between the DIBELS total and the WJ-Achievement 

Battery were .62 (Broad Reading cluster), .81 (Skills Cluster), and .67 (Letter-Word 

Identify). Correlations between the DIBELS and the Teacher Rating Questionnaire-

prereading, Developing Skills Checklist, and Test of Phonological Awareness (TOPA) 

were .67, .74, and .69, respectively.  The authors concluded that the DIBELS measures 

explained at least 16% of the variance and, in most cases, between 30 and 40% of the 

variance in students’ scores when the achievement measures were used as criteria.   
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Hierarchical regression analyses were computed to further understand the 

relationship between the DIBELS measures and the achievement measures used in this 

study.  Controlling for ability level and phonemic awareness ability, the authors 

concluded the DIBELS measures explained a significant proportion of the remaining 

variance in students’ scores on the three achievement measures.  The authors concluded 

the DIBELS measures explained a larger portion of the variance in achievement scores 

than did either the Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (K-BIT) or the Test of Phonological 

Awareness (TOPA).  Finally, the authors concluded the Letter Naming Fluency measure 

of DIBELS was the single best predictor of performance of kindergarten achievement 

scores on the Broad Reading and Skills clusters of the Woodcock-Johnson 

Psychoeducational Battery-Revised (WJ-R) and of teachers’ ratings of student reading 

status. 

 Hintze, Ryan, and Stoner (2003) also analyzed the technical aspects of DIBELS 

by examining the concurrent validity and diagnostic accuracy against the Comprehensive 

Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP).  The CTOPP is comprised of 7 subtests 

(Ellison, Rapid Color Naming, Blending Words, Sound Matching, Rapid Object Naming, 

Memory for Digits, and Non-Word Repetition).  The “Ellison” subtest requires a student 

to repeat a verbally presented stimulus word while omitting a sound.  Both rapid subtests 

are timed measures.  Standard scores for each subtest and three composite scores are 

obtained on the CTOPP.  The three composite scores are Phonological Awareness 

Composite, Phonological Memory Composite, and the Rapid Naming Composite.    

Subtest Coefficient Alphas on the CTOPP ranged from .74-.93.  Internal consistency for 
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the three composite scores ranged from .84-.97 on the 5-yr old measure, and a range of 

.81-.96 on the 6-yr old measure.  Subtest test-retest reliability ranged from .74-.97.  Test-

retest scores for the three coefficients ranged from .70-.92.  Predictive validity scores 

with the Woodcock Reading Master Test-Revised ranged from .42-.71.   

The study involved 86 kindergarten students in the winter of their kindergarten 

year.  Correlation patterns between the two measures and decision accuracy studies were 

conducted to determine the appropriate cut-off scores for DIBELS.  Students were given 

both the CTOPP and the DIBELS measures during the same 20-minute session with the 

sequence of presentation counterbalanced and a short break offered between measures.   

Results found DIBELS strongly correlated with most subtest and composite 

scores of the CTOPP.  Results indicate the Initial Sound Fluency and Phoneme 

Segmentation Fluency measures of DIBELS correlated the strongest with the four 

CTOPP subtests which measure phonological awareness and memory and less strongly 

with CTOPP subtests which required rapid naming and memory for digits.  Results also 

indicated the Letter Naming Fluency measure of DIBLES correlated strongly with 

CTOPP subtests and composite scores that measure phonological awareness and memory 

as well as rapid naming abilities.  Authors conclude these data provide support for LNF 

as an early indicator of phonological development. 

Results of the diagnostic accuracy analysis involved examination of cutoff scores 

on the basis of sensitivity (accuracy in identification of students at-risk between DIBELS 

and CTOPP), specificity (accuracy in identifying students who do not present a problem 

as identified by CTOPP scores), and predictive power (number of false positives and 
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false negatives in comparison to CTOPP results).  Earlier analyses used the cutoff scores 

for the Initial Sound Fluency and Phoneme Segmentation Fluency measures as suggested 

by the DIBELS developers.  Results indicated the sole use of ISF and the PSF scores on 

the DIBELS are likely to over-identify students as having a weakness in phonological 

awareness skills in comparison to CTOPP composite scores.  The authors conducted 

follow up analyses by conducting a series of Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC) 

curves to determine appropriate cutoff scores for ISF, LNF, and PSF measures that 

balance both sensitivity and specificity.  Cutoff scores of 15 for ISF, and 25 for LNF 

were found to provide an appropriate balance between sensitivity and specificity against 

the CTOPP Phonemic Awareness Composite (PAC) score.  The PSF score failed to 

predict Phonemic Awareness Composite scores over a range of cutoff scores while 

moderate to high levels of sensitivity were observed when using cutoff scores ranging 

between 20 and 34.  Thus, where the PSF accurately predicts students who exhibit 

phonological awareness problems on the CTOPP, it does so at the expense of a moderate 

number of false-positives. 

In 2002, Good, et al. published a technical report providing practitioners with 

updated cutoff scores for determining student need for intensive, strategic or benchmark 

instruction.  The authors indicate that the adjustments were made in order to balance 

sensitivity and specificity.  The reader is referred to their paper for specific criteria found 

for each measure and for each grade level.  In general, however, it is important to point 

out that the DIBELS is not a nationally norm-referenced measure.  It was never designed 

to be a nationally norm-referenced measure.  The flexibility it offers to local education 
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agencies is that each agency can develop their own grade level norms in order to best 

meet the educational needs of its students.  As such, states which have implemented 

DIBELS (e.g., Florida) may provide a different set of norms than those offered by Good 

et al. (2002) to reflect their own state’s standards and expectations for student 

performance (e.g., Florida’s Sunshine State Standards).   

Research has shown that successful performance on the DIBELS measures 

provides a reliably predictive method of ensuring students will be successful on later high 

stakes testing  (Barger, 2003; Buck & Torgesen, 2003; Good, et al., 2001; Good et al., 

2002; Shaw & Shaw, 2002).  Good et al, (2001) found DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency 

(ORF) measure is a reliable predictor of performance on Oregon’s statewide achievement 

test.  Additionally, using the benchmarks of Above 110; 80-109; and Below 80 the 

researchers correctly classified 96% of low-risk students of failing the statewide 

achievement test and correctly classify 72% of high-risk students for failing the test.  

Where students are identified as in need of strategic and intensive interventions additional 

assessments may be necessary for intervention design in order to best serve the unique 

needs of the individual student to ensure reaching their benchmark goals. 

Shaw and Shaw (2002) evaluated the relationship between the DIBELS ORF 

measure and the Colorado State Assessment Program (CSAP).  Third grade ORF 

measures for 52 students were analyzed in relation to their third grade performances on 

the end of the year CSAP.  The performance level categories on the CSAP are identified 

as (1) unsatisfactory, (2) partially proficient, (3) proficient, and (4) advanced.  Results 

indicated the spring ORF measures correlated with the CSAP at .80 indicating a high 
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relationship with each other.  Both the fall and winter third grade ORF measures 

correlated with the CSAP at .73.  Student performances were grouped by CSAP 

performance levels and analyzed against performance on DIBELS ORF.  Of the 30 

students who scored at or above 110 on the third grade spring benchmark, 90% 

performed at or above the proficient level on the CSAP.  Of the remaining 28 students 

who performed below the DIBLES ORF spring criteria of 110 words per minute, only 16 

scored in the proficient level of the CSAP.  The authors concluded the criterion of 110 

words per minute is a sufficient indicator for success on the CSAP.  Results also 

suggested students who performed between 90 and 110 have a high probability of 

performing at proficient levels on the CSAP because those students who performed above 

90 (including those scoring above 110), 91% scored at the proficiency level or above.  

Only 27% of those who scored less than 90 on the ORF measure performed at the 

proficient level on the CSAP.  The authors argue that an appropriate cut off score for 

ensuring proficient performance on the CSAP may be as low as 90, however they point 

out that all of the students who performed at the advanced level of the CSAP has ORF 

scores of 120 or above. 

 Barger (2003) compared the DIBELS ORF measure with the North Carolina end 

of grade reading assessment.  The study involved 38 third-grade students who 

participated from one school and were given the Spring ORF in first week of May.  One 

week later, the same students were given the North Carolina End of Grade Test.  This test 

consists of 56 questions and students have 115 minutes to complete the test.  Students 

read each passage and answer a series of multiple choice questions before moving on the 
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next passage.  The North Carolina End of Grade Test uses a four-level grading scale: 

Level 1 = lowest level/insufficient mastery; Level 2 = inconsistent mastery; Level 3 = 

consistent mastery; Level 4 = highest level/superior mastery.  Students must achieve a 

level 3 to be considered on grade level.  The author found a cut off score of 100 correct 

words per minute on the ORF measure was a reliable indicator of obtaining at least a 

level 3 score on the NCEGT.  Correlation between NCEGT and DIBELS was .73 which 

was similar to the correlations found by Good, et al. (2001) on the Oregon Statewide 

Assessment (r =.67), and by Shaw & Shaw (2002) on the Colorado State Assessment 

Program (r = .80).   

Buck and Torgesen (2003) found similar results when DIBELS was used to 

predict later performance on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Reading Test (r = 

.73).  Buck and Torgesen studied the relationship between the DIBELS ORF measure and 

the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT).  They also examined the relation of 

ORF measure to the FCAT-math section, and FCAT reading comprehension section, as 

well as the FCAT-norm referenced test.  Scores on the FCAT range from 1 to 5 on with a 

score of three or higher indicating at or above grade level.  Thirteen schools from one 

school district participated with a total population of students at 1102.  Significant 

correlations were found between ORF scores and the reading FCAT scores (r=.70, 

p<.001) and the math FCAT scores (r=.53, p<.001), and reading scores on the norm 

referenced test FCAT (r=.74, p<.001).   

The Buck & Torgesen results were consistent to Good et al., (2002) that ORF 

scores above 110 are considered to be at low risk for reading skills below grade level on a 
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comprehensive measures of reading comprehension.  ORF scores between 80-109 per 

minute are considered to be at some risk, were as scores below 80 are considered at high 

risk of scoring below a level 3 on the FCAT.  Similar to Good et al. (2002), this study 

found 91% of students who performed at or above 110 on the DIBELS ORF achieved 

adequate performance on the reading section of FCAT.  Eighty-one percent of students 

who performed at or below an 80 on the DIBLES ORF performed below a level 3 on the 

reading section of the FCAT.  The authors found scores above 110 for minority students 

was less predictive of success, while scores below 80 for this population more predictive 

of failure.  However, the authors caution the reader about this result considering the small 

number of minority students involved in study.  Authors tentatively suggest the 

difference in race predictions may be linked to vocabulary development. 

DIBELS Best Practice  

Researchers have identified best practices in the use of DIBELS, and they 

describe its use within an outcomes-driven model (Good, Gruba, & Kaminski, 2001; 

Kaminski et al., 2008).  The primary message provided by these researchers is that 

schools can prevent reading difficulties for a significant number of students in the 

elementary school years if schools adopt a prevention-orientated assessment and 

intervention approach to reading development and programming.  DIBELS were 

developed to provide schools with an assessment tool that is predictive, cost efficient, 

time efficient, leads to intervention, provides both formative and summative evaluation of 

student progress, and provides information towards the evaluation of curriculum and 

instructional decision making (Kaminski, et al., 2008). 
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The Outcomes-Driven Model is derived from a problem-solving model and the 

initial application of the problem-solving model to early literacy skills (i.e., Kaminski & 

Good, 1998).  The Outcomes-Driven Model is essentially a decision-making system that 

focuses on preventative approaches in order to minimize reading difficulties for students.  

It is also a model that is highly consistent with a Response-to-Intervention (RtI) approach 

to educational service delivery advocated through the passage of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (Kaminski, et al., 2008).  Five 

educational decisions are utilized to accomplish steps to outcomes.  Those decisions are: 

(1) identify need for support, (2) validate need for support, (3) plan for support, (4) 

evaluate and modify support, and (5) review outcomes.   

The basic premise behind the Outcomes-Driven Model is that no child is allowed 

to fail.  The instructional support provided to a student must match their instructional 

needs.  Benchmark testing is encouraged to first identify those students who may be in 

need of further testing and/or critical instructional support.  Students who are identified as 

at-risk for reading difficulties during the first step of the model may be more closely 

evaluated to validate their status.  Evaluation of human error in the scoring or 

administration of the DIBELS is primary and should always be the initial assumption 

during the second step of an outcomes model.  When administration and scoring errors 

are ruled out and/or corrected, students are retested with alternative forms of the DIBELS 

measures.  Students participating in this step of the model are tested at least three times 

with alternate forms to increase the validity of the scores in determining whether a low 

score is the result of low skills rather than a “bad day.”   
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Three patterns of assessment results are possible on repeated assessments: (1) 

consistently low on all measures, (2) increasing performance with each testing, and (3) 

extreme variability in results.  Where extreme variability is found, other factors 

potentially affecting the child’s performance are evaluated.  Students whose need for 

critical instructional support is validated the third step in the outcomes model is to plan 

for instructional support.  Such a plan should include (1) a clear instructional goal that 

will be a step to outcomes for the achievement of reading; (2) a focus on essential skills; 

(3) a plan for the amount and type of support a student needs; (4) a specification of the 

logistics of who will teach using what instructional materials, when and where; and (5) a 

measurement plan to evaluate progress.  Identification of the goal in relation to baseline 

measures validated for a student with at-risk status allows educators to visually track or 

monitor the progress of the student’s performance on a graph.   

It is important to identify the specific skill(s) that will be directly and 

systematically taught.  It is also important to distinguish between what skill is to be 

taught, how often instruction is provided, what curriculum materials are to be used, and 

what instructional procedures are followed.  The authors emphasize that a match between 

student need and instructional support level is critical at this step of the Outcomes-Driven 

Model.  Once a student is provided instructional support, it is then necessary to monitor 

the progress of the student’s performance using the DIBELS measures as a means of 

evaluating student characteristics of performance and instructional effectiveness.  This 

step is considered key in the Outcomes-Driven Model because formative assessment of 
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student progress is essential to the efficient and timely modification of instructional 

supports.   

By tracking the student’s progress more frequently, it is possible to determine 

when instructional modifications are needed to assist the student in meeting their goals.  

When students with substantial need for instructional support are identified, formative 

assessment should as often as weekly.  Students will require less frequent monitoring 

where less need is identified.  The authors advocate a rule to follow for determining when 

to adjust instructional or curricular methods as performance falling below the aim-line on 

three consecutive data points.  The purpose of the last step in the model is the review of 

student outcomes in terms of goal attainment.  

Student outcome data may be used to review the structure of supports the school 

has in place to achieve outcomes at both an individual level and a systems level.  At the 

individual level, a student’s performance on the DIBELS measures in relation their 

intended goal facilitates the outcomes review.  At a systems level, aggregate student data 

facilitates the evaluation of a school’s structure of instructional supports and the overall 

effectiveness of curriculum and instruction provided in supporting all children to achieve 

reading outcomes.  The authors provide a general rule of 80% as the goal for a school’s 

core curriculum and instruction.  The core curriculum and instructional methods should 

allow for 80% of the student population to meet their grade level goals on the DIBELS 

measures.  It is assumed that at least 15% will require additional targeted support for 

areas of specific difficulty with another 5% requiring intensive, carefully designed 

instruction to achieve benchmark goals.  The authors describe two reports, the outcomes 
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report and the benchmark linkage report, which may be used to review a school’s reading 

program or core instruction and additional instructional supports.    

 An outcomes report assists a district in determining what percentage of students 

achieved essential reading outcomes as defined by the school district.  By having a clear 

set of achievement goals, a district may review from year to year the progress towards 

reaching that goal.  One method in which DIBELS is designed to assist in this approach 

is to review aggregated DIBELS data by grade level for each of the measures including 

Oral Reading Fluency which begins in the first grade and then comparing the percentage 

of students performing at the bottom quartile, the top quartile, and the distribution of 

scores in between.  Because the DIBELS measures are based in rate of performance, the 

x-axis of an outcomes graph would display the number of correct words or correct 

sounds, etc.  The y-axis would indicate the frequency of students performing at x-axis 

levels.  The authors indicate that though the outcomes report helps a district stay focused 

on the “bottom line” it provides little assistance in determining whether the core 

curriculum and instructional practices are in need of modification.  

The benchmark linkage report provides a picture of the linkage between students 

achieving earlier benchmark goals and achieving later benchmark goals.  The goal is to 

ensure later achievement of benchmark goals by reaching earlier benchmark goals on 

time.  The benchmark linkage report provides what the authors describe as a “dot picture” 

which shows student performance on an earlier benchmark and a later benchmark at the 

same time.  For example, Figure A4 shows a students performance on an earlier 

benchmark along the x-axis (e.g., winter Onset Recognition Fluency) may be compared 
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to the same students’ performance on a later benchmark measure along the y-axis (e.g.,. 

spring Phoneme Segmentation Fluency).  The graph would also indicate the cutoff scores 

for each of the two benchmark measures indicating those students who reached 

benchmark goals and those who did not.  The benchmark goal for winter Onset 

Recognition Fluency is 25 and the benchmark goal for spring PSF is 35.  Scores of 10 or 

less on either measure are considered performances considered as deficit.  Scores 

between 10 and 25 on Onset Recognition Fluency and scores between 10 and 35 on 

Phoneme Segmentation Fluency are considered performances At-Risk for reading failure. 

Four different zones of performance would be identified on the graph.  The top 

right zone, or what the authors identify as Zone A, would be indicative of those students 

who reached the earlier benchmark goals and the later benchmark goals as well.  These 

students would be identified as those students on track towards successful performance 

on later high stakes testing.  Student performances in the bottom right zone, or Zone B 

would be indicative of those students who reached earlier benchmark goals but did not 

achieve later benchmark goals.  Students in Zone C, or the top left area of the graph 

would be indicative of those students who did not meet the earlier benchmark goals, but 

were able to achieve later benchmark goals, perhaps due to instructional modifications 

made just following the earlier benchmark testing.  Students who did not reach 

benchmark goals for either of the two benchmark times cannot be predicted to succeed on 

later high stakes testing and are students whose performances requires intensive remedial 

efforts.  By arranging various combinations of DIBELS measures across different grade 

levels, a school may more accurately determine the extent to which their core curriculum 



74 
 

and instructional structures are preparing students for later high stakes testing (e.g., third 

grade FCAT in Florida).                    

Good et al., (2001) and Kaminski, et al., (2008) suggest a school can identify 

strengths and weaknesses in their system by reviewing linkages from kindergarten 

through third grade.  When students are identified as performing in a zone of concern 

(e.g., B, C, or D), a school would first determine if that performance is valid or if testing 

errors occurred.  Where both hypotheses are ruled out, curriculum and instruction factors 

are considered.  According to the authors, examination of the linkage reports allows a 

review of outcomes in terms of (1) the quality, focus, and intensity of the core curriculum 

and instruction and the system of providing additional supporting instruction prior to the 

first benchmark and (2) the quality, focus, and intensity of the core instruction and 

curriculum and system for providing additional instructional supports between the first 

and second benchmark.   

Finally, Good et al., (2001) and Kaminski et al., (2008) suggest a model for 

decision-making and assessment.  The model contains three primary decision-making 

loops: (1) Assessment-intervention feedback loop, (2) Review of benchmark goals from 

one benchmark to the next for individual students, and (3) review of year-to-year 

outcomes.  The first loop involves progress monitoring interventions for those students 

identified early in the year as experiencing reading difficulties.  The second loop involves 

analysis of individual student performances through the year from one set of benchmark 

measures to the next.  Students receive additional instructional supports in the beginning 

of the year due to at-risk concerns identified from the first benchmark, but who perform 
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successfully on the next set of benchmarks would not require the same level of supports 

and monitoring as long as they continue to achieve adequate progress in subsequent 

benchmark goals for the year.  The third loop describes the process of using outcome 

reports and benchmark linkage reports in order to evaluate the core curriculum and 

instruction and system of providing additional instructional supports of a particular 

school. 

 Other studies have also advocated for the use of DIBELS as an effective and 

efficient assessment approach to building and choosing effective curriculum and 

instructional practices in the school and classroom environments (Simmons, Kame’enui, 

Good, Harn, Cole, & Braun, 2001; Smith, et al., 2001).  For example, Simmons et al. 

(2001) discussed the utility of DIBELS assessment in building, implementing and 

sustaining a beginning reading improvement model at a school level.  Overall, the authors 

describe implementing large scale reading programs in a number of schools.  To start, the 

authors advocate three general principles concerning the building, implementing, and 

sustaining of an effective reading program.  First, where schools vary in size and in 

amount of resources, “the principles and strategies of conceptualizing, designing, 

implementing, and sustaining instructional and behavioral change are fundamentally the 

same for all individual schools (p. 539).”  Second, if effective reading programs are to be 

sustained over long periods of time, they must be implemented, monitored, and supported 

at the school-building level.  And third, implementation and support of comprehensive 

programs at the building level are a necessary, but insufficient condition for increasing 
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and sustaining student performance.  Thus, district level support and commitment are 

necessary for long-term sustainability. 

 The authors state the implementation of a beginning reading program involves 

knowledge of reading in an alphabetic writing system and procedural knowledge of how 

to organize and implement research-based reading programs in schools which are 

composed of people, practices, pedagogy, and policy.  An additional eight research-based 

tenets serve as the basis for the design of a school-wide reading program.  First, address 

reading success and failure from a systems level perspective.  It is important for school 

personnel to recognize how their policies and practices contribute to, inform, and/or 

detract from their efforts to delivery effective reading instruction.  Next, embrace a 

preventative approach by focusing on early assessment and early intervention. Recognize 

and respond to multiple contexts of reading achievement.  Utilize a research-based core 

curriculum and enhancement programs.  Be familiar and utilize the convergent 

knowledge of effective reading practices.  Use school-based teams to customize 

interventions.  Rely on and foster ability of the principal as instructional leader.  Finally, 

use formative assessments that are sensitive to changes in student performance for early 

identification and evaluation of interventions. 

The model articulates five distinct stages for implementing and sustaining a 

beginning reading program.  The first stage consists of auditing a schools’ current reading 

program and to assess baseline student performances.  The focus at the school level is the 

use of the Planning and Evaluation Tool (Kame’enui & Simmons, 2000) to conduct the 
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school audit.  The student level focus is on the use of DIBELS and CBM for determining 

baseline student performances.   

During Stage 2, the school level team reviews the audit, identifies strengths and 

areas for development, prioritizes development plans, and establishes an action plan.  At 

the student level, individual students are identified as either meeting benchmark goals, at-

risk for reading failure in later years unless provided with strategic intervention planning, 

or in need of intensive interventions to remediate deficit levels in performance.   

During Stage 3, the building team designs the core instructional interventions by 

specifying the goals of the school, core curriculum program to be used, time allocated for 

reading, instructional grouping and scheduling, instructional implementation and training, 

and design of a progress monitoring system.  At the individual level, intervention 

planning is conducted for those students requiring either strategic or intensive 

instructional supports to meet later benchmark goals.  The teacher or team specifies 

individual goals, the curricular and instructional methods to be used for intervention, the 

amount of instructional time afforded, and a system for monitoring student performance.  

 Stage 4 involves implementing a progress monitoring system towards stated 

goals at both the school level and the individual student level.  Additional focus at the 

school level concerns identifying valid and reliable indicators for evaluating program 

effectiveness, commit resources, determine schedule for monitoring, and interpret and 

communicate results.  At the individual level students identified as requiring intensive 

interventions are in need of weekly to bi-weekly monitoring, whereas students identified 
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as merely at-risk may only require monthly monitoring.  Benchmark testing resumes for 

all each of the four times scheduled throughout the school year.   

The final stage involves an evaluation of achievement towards goals at both the 

school and student levels.  At the school level, the authors suggest engaging in this stage 

at least three times during the year in respect to both intermediate goals and end of the 

year goals.  Additional analyses may involve an examination of intervention components 

at the building level, adjustments of instructional practices and curricular materials, as 

well as a determination to continue key interventions.  At the student level individual 

students are evaluated in terms of achievement relative to their goals.  Students not 

learning enough should have instructional profiles charted to determine amount of growth 

achieved and to determine whether there is a need for reduction, continuation, or the 

intensifying of intervention strategies. DIBELS and CBM-Reading are utilized through 

this whole process at each stage of the model at both the school and individual levels.  

Aggregated DIBELS data for the school is utilized to make decisions at that level while 

individual student data are utilized to monitor progress towards each of the scheduled 

benchmarks through the year.  The authors emphasize that use of these measures does not 

negate the use of other measures or reading dimensions such as vocabulary and 

comprehension.  Instead, student performance on these two measures is used as indicators 

for efficient and reliable progress monitoring, and outcomes assessment.   

Similarly, Smith, et al. (2001) supported the use of DIBELS has having high 

treatment validity.  These researchers found two effective dimensions of a professional 

development program in early literacy skills that lead to significant increases in student 
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reading achievement performances: (1) adoption of a dynamic early literacy assessment 

system, and (2) teacher implementation of research-based early literacy practices.  Their 

article focused on a case study involving an evaluation of the link between teachers’ 

conceptual knowledge about reading development and instruction and student 

performance on DIBELS.  Eighty-five percent of the students who participated in the 

study were identified as having free/reduced lunch status, which was the highest 

percentage in the school district.  Approximately 15-20% of students were English-

language learners.  The summary of the article discusses the results in student 

achievement after 4 years of continued professional development at the school.   

The authors found it is the way the curriculum is implemented rather than the type 

of curriculum per se that seems to make the difference according to the teachers at this 

school.  Authors argue that changes in teacher’s knowledge of research-based practices in 

teaching reading led to improvements in instruction, which when combined with an 

ongoing formative assessment of student performance led to the significant increases in 

student reading achievement scores.  The 4-year professional development program used 

a series of professional development meetings to gradually introduce teachers to relevant 

aspects of the early literacy research base.  Teachers were asked to prepare for each 

meeting by reading a selected research article or a one-page synthesis the authors 

prepared of a report or article.  Meetings also provided teachers with opportunities to 

have discussions about student responses to literacy instruction, determining which 

practices to keep, modify, or discontinue, and how to align new and existing knowledge 

about the teaching of literacy skills in kindergarten.   
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A variety of themes were discussed during the trainings including big ideas in 

early literacy, explicit and consistent teacher wording, sequence of letter name and sound 

instruction for early use of words (e.g., use of high utility letters and first), emphasis on 

systematic review for mastery of skills, establishing appropriate goals and using ongoing 

assessment to inform decision making, and implementing regular testing.  The authors 

also listed 7 critical components of early literacy instruction. 

1. Allocated time for daily highly focused literacy instruction 

2. Consistent routines for teaching big ideas for early literacy 

3. Explicit instruction for new letter names and sounds. 

4. Daily “scaffolding” or assisted practice with auditory phoneme detection, 

segmentation, and blending. 

5. Immediate corrective feedback. 

6. Daily application of new knowledge at the phoneme and letter-sound levels across 

multiple and varied literacy contexts. 

7. Daily review 

Good, et al., (2003) described how to use DIBELS to evaluate a schools’ core 

curriculum and system of additional intervention in kindergarten.  The authors indicate 

the article draws heavily from the information available from schools and districts 

participating in the DIBELS Data System; a longitudinal data collection system of 

aggregated school data and student performances using DIBELS.   The DIBELS Data 

System at the time of the article was comprised of 300 school districts, more than 600 

schools, and more than 32,000 students during the 2001-2002 school year.  The authors 
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caution the reader that (1) the data on the DIBELS Data System may not be 

representative of the nation at large, and (2) there are currently no procedures in place at 

participating schools to ensure adherence to standardization practices in the use of 

DIBELS, thus the data obtained from schools must be analyzed cautiously.   

The authors provide a template for formatting school reports.  The authors 

identify important participants in the DIBELS system as school principles, kindergarten 

and first grade general education teachers, remedial teachers, school psychologists, 

speech-language pathologists, and other support personnel as available in the school.  The 

authors also identify a number of critical components to an effective beginning reading 

program.  Consistent with Smith, et al. (2001), the authors advocate for a linkage between 

professional development, realities of the classroom, and the use of student data to give 

new teachers ways of reflecting on their teaching and choice of materials.  School-based 

reports are encouraged for use in operationalizing four principles of effective professional 

development: (1) identifying appropriate benchmark goals; (2) links between technical 

and conceptual components of instruction, early literacy skills, and DIBELS measures; 

(3) grade level discussion support systems to enhance instructional programming; and (4) 

use of visual representations to assist teachers in monitoring the effectiveness of their 

curricular and instructional choices in relation to student performance. 

DIBELS may be used to make decisions about core instructional practices and 

curricular materials.  The authors argue that to meet kindergarten benchmark goals, a 

number of supplemental materials and programs are necessary.  The authors advocate for 

research-based programs which offer the general education kindergarten teacher a variety 
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of options to support the core lessons of the classroom.  School reports are also 

encouraged for use in evaluating kindergarten curriculum in determining the 

effectiveness of the core curriculum and instruction.  The authors caution that a 

supplemental reading programs’ evidence of effectiveness does not guarantee its 

successful use with every child needing intensive support.  Frequently monitoring the 

progress of such student helps to ensure the appropriate type and amount of instruction 

and curriculum supports are provided.   

Consistent with Good, et al. (2001), the authors describe the use of DIBELS in an 

Outcomes-driven Model.  Extending this work, the authors of this chapter provide 7 

organizing questions for schools when analyzing student data for their school.  For 

example, how effective is the core curriculum and instruction in supporting students who 

are entering kindergarten with benchmark skills to achieve the DIBELS ISF goal in the 

middle of kindergarten?  How effective is the system of additional interventions in 

supporting students who are entering kindergarten at risk for reading difficulty to achieve 

the DIBELS ISF goal in the middle of kindergarten? 

If schools are interested in factors related to the community context, effectiveness 

of preschools in the community, and how much emphasis on early literacy skills exists in 

the community, then schools could compare their entering kindergarten students’ 

DIBELS results with those from other schools.  The entry-level skills can also reflect the 

language and cultural factors within the larger community.  Schools may use early 

kindergarten DIBELS data (ISF and LNF scores) to assess the degree to which students 

require intensive instructional supports.  Where significant numbers of students (approx. 
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more than 20 percent) require additional or intensive supports, a school should review 

and adjust its core curriculum and system of additional interventions.  The authors 

provide a table for schools to compare their kindergarten students’ entry level 

achievement performances with other schools participating in the DIBELS Data System; 

a nationwide collection of DIBELS data. 

 With regards to mid-year performances of kindergarten students, the authors 

suggest a student with risk indicators in two or more areas may require intensive 

interventions to achieve early literacy goals.  It is also important to analyze mid year 

patterns of student performance on the DIBELS measures to identify any measurement 

error or problems with the integrity of the assessment process.  Three types of analyses 

may be utilized within the context of answering this second question.  First, how well do 

the current kindergarten students perform mid-year in relation to previous years?  

Second, how well do the current kindergarten students perform mid-year in relation to 

other schools in the DIBELS data system?  Finally, how well do current kindergarten 

students perform mid-year in relation to the schools desired kindergarten mid-year goals? 

 If a school wishes to examine the effectiveness of the core curriculum and 

instruction in assisting most of the students in reaching the mid year benchmark goals in 

kindergarten, DIBELS data may be used to facilitate such an examination.  An effective 

and appropriate core curriculum and instruction should ensure that the majority of those 

students who reached beginning of the year benchmarks are able to also reach mid year 

benchmarks and end-of-the-year benchmarks.  The authors provide a table for normative 

assessment using other schools in the DIBELS Data System.  The authors advise that 
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given the normative data available in the DIBELS Data System, there exists marked 

variability in schools’ core curriculum and instruction in supporting those students who 

met beginning of year benchmarks to achieve mid year benchmarks.  The authors suggest 

it appears most schools do not adequately address the skills of initial sounds in the first 

half of the kindergarten year. 

 DIBELS data can also be used to examine how effective the system of additional 

interventions is in supporting students entering kindergarten who are at risk to meet mid 

year benchmark goals.  The normative data provided by the authors is alarming in that a 

typical school in the DIBELS Data System supports only 3% of the students with an 

intensive instructional recommendation at the beginning of the school year for 

kindergarten to meet mid year benchmark goals.  The normative data also suggest 45% of 

schools do not support any of the students with a recommendation at the beginning of the 

year for intensive instructional support to meet mid year benchmarks.  This does not 

necessarily mean that school are not doing anything to help these students, but that rather 

many of them are not benefiting from what services are provided to meet mid-year 

benchmarks.  In the DIBELS Data System, focus for end of year kindergarten goals has 

been on PSF and NWF measures, while treating LNF as a risk indicator.  The authors 

state while the research shows naming letters is a good predictor of later literacy skills, 

why it is a good predictor is less clear.  Benchmark achievement at end of kindergarten 

year seems to be a good predictor of end of year first grade performance.  The DIBELS 

Data System demonstrated that 87% of students who reached end of kindergarten goals 

reached the DIBELS ORF goal of 40 words per minute or more at end of first grade. 
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 The DIBELS Data System may also be used to addresses how well a school 

compares to other schools in the DIBELS Data System on end of year kindergarten goals.  

In a typical median school, 15% of students have a recommendation for intensive 

supports, 17% are identified as requiring strategic supports, and 65% are identified as 

requiring benchmark general education core curriculum and instruction.  The authors 

provide a normative table for schools to evaluate their end of kindergarten outcomes 

compared to other schools.  The sixth organizing question addresses the effectiveness of 

the core curriculum and instruction in supporting students who are met mid year 

benchmarks to achieve DIBELS PSF goal at the end of kindergarten year.  The primary 

purpose is to identify areas for improvement in the kindergarten program.  The authors 

suggest disappointing end of year outcomes may be attributable to (1) low early literacy 

skills in the middle of kindergarten, (2) inadequate focus provided by the core curriculum 

and instruction to emphasize essential components of early literacy skills, or (3) the 

system of additional interventions is not providing adequate support for students 

identified at-risk. 

 Finally, the DIBELS Data System can offer a school an opportunity to examine a 

school’s system of additional interventions in supporting students identified at-risk for 

middle of year kindergarten goals to achieve end of kindergarten PSF goals.  Normative 

data is again provided for schools to evaluate their system of supports in comparison to 

other schools.  The normative data suggests typical schools in the Data System can 

support approximately 26% of these students.  Many schools however are able to support 

at least 91% of students with intensive needs mid year in kindergarten.   
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The authors close by providing a few observations from their experience in 

helping schools utilize DIBELS to improve schools’ abilities in meeting their literacy 

goals.  First, data are helpful because teacher perception is not always accurate.  Second, 

changes in outcomes at one grade level precipitate changes in the next grade level.  Next, 

grade level data across classrooms indicate much about the general way of doing business 

within a school.  Also, outcomes are stable and replicable unless big changes in 

curriculum, instruction, and system of additional intervention are made.  Finally, even 

when the schools have very different orientations to beginning reading instruction, 

evaluation of student outcome data can be used by schools to change reading outcomes. 

Teacher Training and Data Utilization 

 In addition the general findings provided by Chen and Rossi, (1983) regarding 

implementation of programs in an educational setting and results of the study conducted 

by Smith, et al. (2001), additional research has investigated the link between teacher 

utilization of assessment data to make instructional decisions and the degree of training 

necessary to improve student outcomes (Fuchs, Wesson, Tindal, Mirkin, & Deno, 1982; 

Fuchs, Deno & Mirkin, 1984; King, et al., 1983; Wesson, et al., 1983).  The combined 

results of these studies suggest the provision of assessment data alone is insufficient for 

ensuring teacher utilization of data to make instructional changes to improve student 

performance.  Furthermore, teachers require high levels of support and ongoing 

professional development in addition to technically adequate assessment data to ensure 

high quality instructional changes are made to improve student performance. 
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 Fuchs, et al. (1982) investigated how the introduction and use of data-utilization 

strategies affect the number of modifications teachers make in their classroom and 

student performance.  Teachers were trained during a one week schedule of full day 

workshops prior to the start of the school year and during bi-monthly, half-day 

workshops throughout the school year.  The focus of training was on training teachers to 

write curriculum-based IEPs, create a curriculum-based measurement procedure, measure 

frequently and graph student progress toward IEP goals, and develop strategies to 

improve the feasibility of implementing the frequent measurement systems.  Result 

indicated that measurement of student progress alone was insufficient for ensuring that 

those data will be used to make instructional changes in students’ educational programs.  

Authors concluded teachers will require specific evaluation procedures and data-

utilization rules to ensure that teachers will use data to make instructional changes to 

increase student performance. 

 In a study investigating the effects of repeated and frequent testing on student 

academic achievement, Fuchs, et al. (1984) found repeated use of CBM-Reading 

combined with evaluation procedures for data analysis affected positively both student 

achievement and student awareness of their own achievement.  Students in the 

experimental group performed better than student of comparison teachers on virtually all 

achievement measures, rate and accuracy of oral reading scores, and performance on the 

Standford Diagnostic Reading Test.  What is most interesting about this study is that 

teachers were not instructed on what changes to make in response to assessment data.  

Teachers were merely scheduled to evaluate data trends and levels at frequent intervals 



88 
 

and “introduce a new dimension” into the student’s program where performance was 

found to be unsatisfactory. 

Response to Intervention (RtI) 

 Passage of the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (IDEA 2004) in 2004 launched a movement across the country for 

incorporating a new model of service delivery and determination of special education 

eligibility.  At the heart of this new initiative is the use of a problem-solving model for 

achieving better educational outcomes for children (Castillo, Cohen, & Curtis, 2006).  

Decisions made towards eligibility for students suspected of having a learning disability 

would require the evaluation of a student’s response to interventions provided in the 

school.  As Castillo et al., indicate, this form of service delivery involves substantial 

systems’ change.  This national movement of systems change is expected to incorporate 

evidence-based instructional practices for all students and the use of progress monitoring 

data to evaluate student growth in academic outcomes such as reading. 

 In a review of four different types of approaches to the assessment of children and 

adolescents with learning disabilities, Fletcher, Francis, Morris, and Lyon (2005) reported 

that a Response-to-Intervention model was more reliable and valid than the use of 

traditional aptitude-achievement discrepancy, low achievement, and intra-individual 

difference models.  However these researchers advocate for a combined RtI and low 

achievement model for assessing students suspected of having learning disabilities.  The 

general concept of an RtI model of is an approach to linking several short assessment 

probes while intervening with a child in a specific content area (Fletcher et al., 2005).  
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Thus, underachievement may then be operationalized, in part, by the relative 

responsiveness of the student to empirically-validated interventions provided to the 

student (Gresham, 2002). 

 Griffiths, VanDerHeyden, Parson, and Burns (2006) discussed the practical 

applications of a RtI model.  The characterize an effective RtI model as having three 

specific features: (1) systematic data collection to identify students who may be at risk for 

learning difficulties; (2) effective implementation of interventions for adequate durations, 

and (3) a review of student progress data to determine level of treatment and density of 

services.  These researchers further identified two basic approaches to RtI in their review 

of the relevant research literature: (1) standard protocol; and (2) problem-solving model.  

At the time of the present research study, an statewide program evaluation study was 

underway towards an identification of critical elements needed for successful 

implementation of a problem-solving RtI model of service delivery in Florida (Batsche, 

Curtis, Dorman, Castillo, & Porter, in press; Castillo, et al., 2006).  In short, a problem-

solving/RtI model of educational service delivery is very consistent with Kaminski, et 

al.’s (2008) Outcome-driven Model for using DIBELS data and holds promising potential 

for educators towards increasing student achievement outcomes and treating academic 

difficulties through a prevention-oriented approach. 
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CHAPTER THREE - METHOD 

Purpose 

The present study was conducted to provide information that may be useful for 

improving implementation on the use of DIBELS, features regarding DIBELS data 

collection and analysis methods at the school building level, and Reading Coach 

consultation efforts.  The results were aggregated and summarized in a manner that 

allowed for the understanding of what was occurring in the field through a description of 

interviews and focus groups, as well as identifying salient issues or variables for future 

research.  Overall, the research literature suggests teachers’ skills in the use and analysis 

of data to guide instruction is a topic that must be understood (Kerr et al., 2006; Smith, et 

al. 2001).  Therefore, the general purpose of the present study was to understand 

teachers’ perceptions and uses of the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 

(DIBELS) within a Reading First program. 

Research Questions 

 Based on the research literature and the purpose of the study, three research 

questions were formulated related to teachers’ use of DIBELS data: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions and understanding about DIBELS and the PMRN? 

2. How do teachers’ understanding and use of DIBELS data, as presented in the 

PMRN reports, compare to Reading First experts who are provided with the same 

information? 
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3. What attitudes and perceptions exist among persons other than teachers who 

participate in the collection, input, and analysis of DIBELS data throughout the 

school year? 

Research Design 

 The following study used a basic interpretive and descriptive design (Merriam, 

2002a; 2002b) for the purposes of understanding teachers’ perceptions and use of 

DIBELS.  Data were collected through a combination of semi-structured interviews, case 

study interview/observations, and focus groups. Throughout the data collection process 

contrary evidence was explicitly probed depending on participant responses to 

interview/focus group questions.  Data analyses involved several procedures which may 

be classified as early concurrent analyses during data collection efforts and later 

descriptive analyses.  Coding of data involved first level coding and pattern coding 

procedures (Miles & Huberman, 1994) combined with constant comparison methods 

(Patton, 2002).  Within-case and cross-case comparisons were conducted in order to 

identify convergence of themes and observe variability among responses.  A number of 

research strategies were used to ensure validity and reliability including inter-rater 

agreement checks, triangulation across multiple sources, member checks (e.g., participant 

feedback on accuracy and completeness of comments received), description of 

researcher’s position, peer review/examination, data saturation, and an audit trail.  The 

units of analyses in the present study were both the individual and group level.  

Individual teachers participated in a one-time semi-structured interview and case study 

review and results were analyzed at both the individual and group level.  Reading 
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Coaches and specialists participated, respectively, in a one-time focus group and results 

were analyzed at the group level.  Experts participated in a one-time case study review 

and results were analyzed at the individual and group level. 

Participants and Sites 

Description of Sites 

 Information available through the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) 

identified the participating school district as one of the largest school districts in the State 

of Florida, serving a student population larger than 100,000 students.  The school district 

employed approximately 14,500 employees across 169 schools.  At the start of the 

present study, 54 elementary schools, of the 87 total elementary schools, in the 

participating district were identified as Reading First schools that were in their 4th year of 

implementing the Reading First grant.  Participant views and comments were sampled 

across approximately 28% of these schools (i.e., 15 elementary schools).  A total of 14 

teachers were sampled across 9 elementary schools.  Eight Reading Coaches were 

sampled across eight elementary schools.  Six “specialists,” due to their itinerant status, 

held positions across 13 different schools but indicated only participating in either the 

input or analysis of DIBELS data at seven schools, collectively.  Table 3 shows the 

representation among the participating schools of teachers, Reading Coaches, and 

specialists. 

Description of Participants 

The participants for this study were seven kindergarten and seven first grade 

teachers, eight elementary school site-based Reading Coaches, two experts on the use of 
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DIBELS and the Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network (PMRN), and six school 

specialists (e.g., non-teaching support service staff who were involved in the collection, 

input, and analysis of DIBELS data at Reading First schools).  “Experts” in the present 

study were selected based on involvement in statewide efforts to provide training and 

technical assistance to school districts in the use of DIBELS and the PMRN.  

“Specialists” in the present study, all combined, represented the roles of school 

psychologist, academic diagnostician, and ESOL instructional support (an instructional 

support program for students for whom English is a second language). These individuals 

held itinerant positions across several schools; Reading First and non-Reading First 

schools. 

Demographics were collected for all teachers who participated in the present 

study.  All teachers were female and the reported years of experience ranged from 2-26 

years at their present grade level at their present school.  Half the teachers (seven) 

reported less than 10 years total experience teaching reading in elementary schools while 

the remaining seven reported experience teaching reading in elementary schools above 10 

years.  Age of teachers ranged from 21-65 years of age.  Teachers identified themselves 

as Caucasian (13) and African American (1).  Range of educational credentials included 

Bachelor’s degrees in K-12 Education (11) and Master’s degrees in education (3). 

Sampling Methods and Rationales Used for Selecting Participants and Settings 

Selecting the School District 

A combined purposeful criterion sampling and purposeful convenience sampling 

method (Patton, 1990) was used to identify one school district which had implemented 
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the Reading First program for at least two years.  The use of the convenience sampling 

method was intended to keep resource costs down associated with travel and time 

required for conducting the study.  The selection of a school district using a convenience 

sampling method was based upon distance and approval for conducting the present study.  

The criterion of a two year minimum implementation was established based on an 

assumption that an initial amount of time was required for a school district to align its 

resources and standardize its implementation efforts district-wide before any evaluation 

of the program or its components may be appropriately conducted.   

Selecting School Sites 

 A purposeful criterion sampling method was used to select potential sites for 

recruiting teachers, Reading Coaches, and specialists.  First, all Reading First schools for 

the chosen school district were identified.  Of those schools, 54 were identified as having 

implemented the Reading First grant for more than 2 years.   

Selecting Teachers, Reading Coaches, and Specialists 

A purposeful criterion sampling method combined with participant self-selection 

was used to recruit teachers, Reading Coaches, experts, and specialists.    Teachers, 

Reading Coaches, and specialists were invited to participate in the study by providing 

invitations to all 54 Reading First schools identified as implementing the Reading First 

grant for more than 2 years.  The criteria for participation were a minimum 2 years 

experience working at one of the 54 Reading First schools and 2 years minimum 

experience teaching at current grade level in either kindergarten or first grade (teachers 

only).  These two criteria were established because it was necessary to ensure that 
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participants had sufficient time to participate in their school’s Reading First 

implementation efforts.  It was the primary investigator’s judgment that two years 

experience would be a sufficient minimum criterion.  Specialists also had to have been 

involved in either the data collection and/or analysis of DIBELS data at their assigned 

school. 

Kindergarten and first grade teachers were targeted for participation because the 

combined DIBELS measures used at those grade levels encompass the entire DIBELS 

assessment.  When used as a benchmark screening tool, second grade only uses the 

Nonsense Word Fluency and Oral Reading Fluency subtests; third grade and above 

primarily uses the Oral Reading Fluency measure for benchmark screening.   

Sample Size 

Teachers.  The number of teacher participants selected for the present study was 

determined by using a combined incidence probability sampling method (DePaulo, 2000) 

and a saturation method (Fossey et al., 2002; Patton, 1990; 2002).  Appendix B2 shows a 

probability sampling table developed by DePaulo (2000) which may be used to determine 

a minimum starting point for selecting the number of participants for a given qualitative 

study.  Use of this probability table required an initial assumption about the incidence 

rate of a dissenting or favorable point of view.  Informal discussions held by the 

researcher with Reading Coaches and school psychologists who work in Reading First 

schools revealed, anecdotally, that approximately one-fourth to one-half of the teachers in 

Reading First schools they worked articulated positive perceptions about the use of 
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DIBELS assessment.  This suggested an incidence rate of at least 25% favorable opinion 

regarding the use of DIBELS.   

Based on this assumption, and by use of DePaulo’s probability table for 

qualitative sampling, selecting a random sample of at least 10 teachers should allow for 

collection of all relevant, and potentially distinct, perceptions with only a 5% probability 

of not identifying a unique perception for inclusion in the study.  Further dialogue with 

Reading Coaches in the field prior to conducting the study suggested the knowledge 

needed to understand and use DIBELS among kindergarten and first grade teachers was 

not unique to their grade level.  Thus, teachers were viewed as one group rather than two 

separate groups. 

A saturation method (Fossey et al., 2001; Patton, 1990; 2002) was utilized beyond 

this minimum number to ensure no new information was available and to add credibility 

to the selection process.  The following set of procedures was followed for determining 

the need for additional participants beyond the established minimum.  First, following 

collection and an initial review of the first 12 teacher interviews and case study 

observations (six kindergarten and six first grade), two additional teachers were recruited.  

If information obtained from either of these two teachers yielded any new information or 

perspectives, then an additional two teachers would have been selected.  These steps 

would have continued until a saturation point had been reached.   A total of 14 teachers 

(seven for each grade level) were sampled in accordance with the above sampling size 

methods used as no new information was obtained from the last two participating 

teachers. 
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 Experts.  Because teacher perceptions were the primary focus of the study, and 

because experts were only needed to provide an expert opinion standard for comparing 

teachers’ perceptions and comments regarding the case study presented to them, it was 

determined that it was not necessary to sample several experts for comparison with 

teachers.  However, it was decided that at least two experts should be sampled in the 

event that a given expert may make recommendations or comments unique to themselves.   

 Focus Groups.   A minimum of five persons and a maximum of ten persons were 

used as the criteria for conducting the two focus groups (Patton, 2002).  This sample size 

was selected to ensure a minimum level of diversity in views was obtained while also 

avoiding the potential of having a group too large that it would adversely affect the 

quality of responses among participants.  Additionally, because teacher perceptions and 

use of DIBELS was the primary focus of the present study, the use of other non-teaching 

participants was to provide alternative perceptions with which to compare teachers’ 

responses using a triangulation method using multiple sources (Patton, 2002).   

Data Collection Instruments 

Semi-Structured Interview Guide – Teachers 

Appendices C through F contain the instruments used in the study.  Appendix C 

illustrates the original interview guide developed for use during the semi-structured 

interviews with teachers.  To answer the first research question, the focus of the interview 

was to address (1) topics identified as important for understanding based on a review of 

the relevant research including specific knowledge about DIBELS, level of training on 

the utilization of DIBELS data, and the climate or culture of supports in relation to 
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DIBELS and assessment in general; and (2) any unique perceptions or use of DIBELS 

emerging from interviews with teachers.  Changes or emphases made to the interview 

guide in response to teacher comments were analyzed and are included in the Results 

section of this report. The Teacher Interview Guide was intended to be approximately 

thirty minutes in length.  Only one version of this form was used as the questions asked 

of teacher participants were not exclusive to any particular grade level teacher. 

Case Study - Teachers and Experts 

The case study materials were developed to answer the second research question.  

Appendix D illustrates the Case Study Questions and PMRN data reports used in the 

present study for conducting the teacher and expert case study review.  Follow-up 

questions listed were used as needed based on teacher/expert comments.   The case study 

review involved a kindergarten and first grade version depicting a particular student at 

the end of the year (i.e., 4th assessment cycle).  Teachers were given the case study 

corresponding to the grade level they were teaching at the time of the interview.  Three 

PMRN reports involving real student data were utilized to share with teacher participants.  

All identifying information for the case study student, class, school, and district were 

removed for confidentiality purposes.  The case studies involved the following specific 

reports for use: Class Status Report (Appendix D2 & D5), Student Grade Summary 

Report (Appendix D3 & D6), and the Reading Progress Monitoring Student Cumulative 

Report (Appendix D4 & D7).  These reports were chosen from the variety of reports 

available through the PMRN based on recommendations by Reading Coaches currently 
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serving Reading First schools and who work with teachers on a daily basis.  The case 

study review was intended to take approximately thirty minutes to complete. 

Description of PMRN Reports.  The Class Status Report showed how well 

students in the class performed on a current DIBELS assessment cycle.  This report 

allowed the user to organize the class list based on either alphabetical order or in order of 

“Recommended Instructional Level” (i.e., intensive, strategic, or initial).  For purposes of 

this study, the class list was organized in order of “Recommended Instructional Level.” 

The color coding system used on this type of report also communicated the level of 

concern regarding a student’s performance.  RED indicated a student’s performance for a 

given subtest was well below expectations.  YELLOW indicated an at-risk performance.  

GREEN indicated a student’s performance was considered meeting benchmark 

expectations while BLUE indicated a student performance that may be considered above 

average.  The same color coding system was used for the “Recommended Instructional 

Level” indicator except that BLUE was not used.  Students demonstrating a profile that 

was above benchmark expectations for the particular assessment cycle were listed as 

GREEN “Initial” as the “Recommended Instructional Level.” 

 The Student Grade Summary Report provided a comprehensive summary of a 

student’s performance on the most recent assessment as compared to the class.  Box Plot 

graphs were designed to communicate class performance between the 25th and 75th 

percentiles, including a horizontal line within the box which communicated the median 

class score.  Whiskers indicated student performances above the 75th percentile or below 

the 25th percentile.  Individual data points above or below the whiskers represent outliers 
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whose scores fell within the upper or lower 5th percentiles.  These box plots were 

depicted in relation to the benchmark goal for the specific subtests used in the assessment 

cycle designated by a solid green line.  The graph allowed a teacher to evaluate a 

student’s performance in relation to both the class average and the benchmark 

expectation.  The student’s position in relation to the class was indicated by a small 

colored flag with letters indicating the student’s risk status: HR for High Risk, MR for 

Moderate Risk, LR for Low Risk, and AA for Above Average.  The same color coding 

was applied to the student flag. 

 The third report was the Reading Progress Monitoring Student Cumulative 

Report.  This report provided a set of tables which showed the student’s progress on each 

subtest given throughout the school year for each quarter of benchmark assessments.  

This report also provided an overall Recommended Instructional Level (RIL) for each 

assessment period.  Instructional level descriptors used were Initial Instruction (ii), 

Strategic Instruction (S), or Immediate Intensive Instruction (iii).  End of year outcome 

tests such as the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) and the Stanford Achievement 

Test – Tenth Edition (SAT-10) were also provided for 3rd cycle reports.  This report 

allowed a teacher to evaluate the progress of a student on a particular subtest/skill (e.g., 

Nonsense Word Fluency) and identify their change in performance status as the year 

progressed (e.g., strategic instruction). 

Focus Group Guide  

 Appendix E illustrates the Focus Group guide used for investigating the third 

research question involving two separate focus groups; one with Reading Coaches and 
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one with specialists.  The questions used were developed to understand non-teacher 

perceptions and use of DIBELS, as well as non-teacher perceptions of teacher use of 

DIBELS.  Each focus group was intended to be approximately one hour and thirty 

minutes; the final thirty minutes was used for summarization of findings based on notes 

taken during the session for validation purposes. 

Instrument Validation Procedures 

A peer review/examination method (Merriam, 2002b) was used to field test the 

above instruments for use prior to data collection.  Peers in this context included: 

Researchers experienced in qualitative research methods; researchers knowledgeable in 

the use of DIBELS; Reading Coaches and a Reading Coach supervisor; and elementary 

teachers.  The comments and feedback received by all reviewers were not recorded or 

used as primary data for the present study; though they were used to modify instruments 

as needed. 

A district-wide Reading First supervisor provided feedback about the interview 

guide, case studies and the focus group guide.  Recommendations and changes needed as 

a result of consultation with the Reading First supervisor were made to the interview 

guide, focus group guide, and case studies.  The Reading First supervisor was asked to 

review all instruments for clarity, appropriateness of questions, and relevance to the 

Reading First model.   

As a priority, comments were solicited on the equivalence between the two case 

studies.  This was important as it directly affected whether the kindergarten and first 

grade groups were treated as independent groups.   The issue of equivalence for this study 
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concerned the degree to which a set of skills needed to analyze one case study were 

sufficient for analyzing the other.  Feedback received by the Reading First supervisor 

confirmed the equivalence of the two case studies.  Therefore, only one case study guide 

was needed for use by both kindergarten and first grade teachers. 

The Interview Guide and Case Study Questions were field-tested additionally by 

inviting one kindergarten and one first grade teacher to review the questions and provide 

feedback on the clarity and appropriateness of the questions.  Teachers validated the 

appropriateness and clarity of the questions being asked within the instruments.   

The focus group guideline was additionally reviewed by a researcher at the local 

university who had expertise in conducting focus groups in order to determine the 

appropriateness of the questions, the structure of the format, and any other critical 

information that would ensure an appropriate and credible focus group process.  

Revisions were made by the researcher following the review of the Focus Group Guide 

by the university researcher.   

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

Site Entry  

Due to the participating school district’s IRB review, all recruitment solicitations 

had to be provided to all potential school sites and approved by school principals before 

obtaining consent for participation from any potential participant.  Further, the researcher 

was prevented from identifying and contacting any potential participant directly.  School 

district research compliance requirements also required a district employee to sponsor the 

research study.  For this purpose, a school district Reading First supervisor was contacted 
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for purposes of providing support (see above).  Upon receipt of support for conducting 

the research study it was agreed that all results would be shared with the district and 

participants.  Additionally, the district Reading First supervisor offered to contact all 54 

schools through e-mail to announce the start of the research study and to acknowledge the 

district’s support for the study.   

Following the introductory announcement provided by the district Reading First 

supervisor, packets of invitations for each of the three groups of persons identified above, 

and including building administrators, were sent to all 54 Reading First schools identified 

as eligible for participation.  The following materials were included in each packet of 

information: (1) Principal invitation cover letter with blank consent form addressed to the 

school principal introducing the research study and its purpose along with solicitation for 

support in distributing enclosed materials and participation in a principals’ focus group, 

(2) teacher invitation cover letter and blank consent form, (3) Reading Coach invitation 

cover letter and blank consent form, and (4) specialists cover letter and consent form.  

With the exception of the Reading Coach, 5 copies of the teacher cover letters/consent 

forms as well as specialists’ cover letters and consent forms were provided for 

distribution by the school principal.  All invitations provided contact information using a 

personal cell phone and email address for the researcher.  All potential participants were 

encouraged through the invitations to contact the researcher if they were interested in 

participating or if they had any questions about the study. 
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Obtaining Consent to Participate.   

 General procedures for obtaining consent.  In general, all individuals asked to 

participate in any aspect of the present study were required to give written consent using 

a consent form approved by the supervising university’s institutional review board (IRB) 

for the protection of human research participants.  The consent form was written in full 

accordance with the university’s IRB polices.  Overall, participants were given a general 

overview of the purpose and focus of the study.  All information identifying any 

participant, including organization and school site name, were kept strictly confidential 

and known only by the principal investigator.  The consent form detailed the procedures 

that were followed to ensure a high level of confidentiality. 

The consent form also provided the participants with contact phone numbers and 

email addresses for this investigator as well as supervising personnel from the university.  

A statement of all risks and benefits for participating in the study as well as informed 

notice of a provision to refuse participation at any time was included in the consent form.  

Additionally, to ensure confidentiality, specific contact names and contact numbers or 

email addresses of all participants was secured using a desktop computer only accessible 

by the principal investigator and which involved use of a password and username for 

access.    

Obtaining consent from Reading First supervisor.  One Reading First supervisor 

was asked to participate in the review of instruments for quality assurance and participate 

in member check procedures detailed below.  Upon written consent, the Reading First 
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supervisor was asked to comment on the instruments as described above and later asked 

to engage in member check procedures to provide validation of findings. 

Obtaining consent from teacher participants. Each teacher who responded either 

by email or by phone and who expressed an interest to participate was contacted to 

schedule a date and time that was convenient for them to participate.  No travel was 

required by any teachers for purpose of this study.  At the start of each individual 

interview with a teacher, time was taken to go through the consent form and provide full 

disclosure of the study’s title and purpose.  However, teachers were not informed at first 

that experts would be involved in the study and asked to provide comments towards the 

case studies for the purpose of comparison with teacher responses.  Following all data 

collection, teachers were then informed of this procedure and all results shared with them 

(see below).  Teachers were asked to provide written consent on the day of the scheduled 

interview if they chose to participate.   

Obtaining consent from DIBELS experts.  Contact was made with a representative 

of a state agency providing training and technical assistance to schools on the use of 

DIBELS and PMRN.  A description of the present study was provided and a copy of the 

appropriate consent form was faxed to the agency.  Permission was provided to contact 

two experts who had sufficient expertise and knowledge of DIBELS and PMRN.  Each 

expert was contacted by phone separately and asked to participate in the present study.  

All questions were answered and full disclosure of the study’s purpose and scope were 

given.  Upon verbal consent, a copy of all materials associated with the case study 

review, including a copy of the consent form, was mailed to each expert with a return 
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envelope for receipt of the written consent.  Both experts were provided with a copy of 

the kindergarten and first grade case studies.  Following obtained written consent a phone 

conference was scheduled for each expert to conduct the case study review.   

Obtaining consent from focus group-reading coaches.  Each Reading Coach who 

contacted the researcher was thanked for their interest and was informed of waiting until 

sufficient numbers were available for conducting the focus group.  Upon receiving 

sufficient numbers, all potential participants were contacted by email to begin identifying 

a convenient time and date for all.  All participants who attended were informed of the 

purpose of the study and asked to complete a written consent form if they chose to 

participate in the study.  

Obtaining consent from focus group-specialists.  Each specialist who contacted 

the researcher either by phone or email was contacted, thanked for their initial interest, 

and informed of waiting until sufficient numbers were available for conducting the focus 

group.  Upon receiving sufficient numbers, all potential specialists were contacted for the 

purposes of finding a date and time that was convenient for all who participated.  On the 

day and time selected by the group each member was provided a full disclosure of the 

purpose and title of the study and asked to provide written consent if they chose to 

participate in the study. 

Researcher Biography  

 The researcher’s background and biases were identified and documented prior to the 

initiation of any data collection or analysis procedures to allow for monitoring of 

potential bias that may influence the data collection and/or analysis phases of the study. 
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The researcher’s biography was also documented to add to credibility to the study 

(Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Patton, 1990).  The research literature used for preparation 

of the present study provided an initial context for documenting the researcher’s 

biography and potential for bias.   

Background and Experience.  The researcher has worked for several years through 

graduate training on the use of DIBELS and has been employed within the participating 

school district as a school psychologist.  Both of these experiences have led the 

researcher to positively value the use of DIBELS and advocate for its use in the schools.  

The researcher has participated in trainings on the use of DIBELS and has also facilitated 

training on the use of DIBELS.  Some of the earliest training experiences on CBM-

Reading, and subsequently DIBELS, occurred at the University of Oregon where the 

DIBELS was developed.  Further background experience relevant to the present context 

included an advanced practicum project working with representatives from the Florida 

Center for Reading Research.  This experience involved a review of seminal works on 

reading development and instruction combined with a review of the Reading First model 

in Florida as an exercise in learning how research can inform educational policy.  

Additional background experiences also involved 4 years of teacher training at a local 

college on educational psychology and remedial after-school tutoring in reading for 

students in elementary school grades. 

Researcher Beliefs and Expectations.  The following beliefs and/or expectations 

concerning the use of DIBELS are provided as the researcher’s biases: 
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1. DIBELS is a reliable and valid assessment tool for screening, progress 

monitoring, and evaluating student outcomes in early literacy skills. 

2. DIBELS, as currently used in the Reading First program in the State of Florida 

uses five subtests which collectively measure three of the five skill domains 

involved in reading development identified by the National Reading Panel (2000). 

3. The PMRN system is useful for tracking student progress and to identify target 

skill areas for remediation and intervention design for students who are struggling 

based on the DIBELS results. 

4. Interpretation and utilization of DIBELS results requires an understanding of the 

five skill domains involved in reading development and how they are connected 

or associated (i.e., phonemic awareness, phonics/decoding, oral reading fluency, 

vocabulary, and comprehension). 

5. There is a difference between screening and progress monitoring. 

6. DIBELS is a time efficient, cost-effective, and sensitive assessment tool for 

monitoring progress towards reading outcomes.  “Sensitive,” in this context, 

refers to the degree to which an assessment tool can reliably identify small gains 

in performance. 

7. It is advisable to collect DIBELS data on a weekly or bi-weekly basis for students 

who are not meeting benchmark standards defined by FCRR. 

Following the identification of the researcher’s beliefs and/or assumptions, a list 

of hypotheses was developed to provide greater organization and focus to the study for 

investigation:   
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1. There exists moderate to high variability among teachers’ perceived value of 

DIBELS in assisting their students’ learning needs.   

2. There exists substantial variability in the perceptions of non-teacher participants 

involved in the implementation of procedures for using DIBELS at the school-

building level. 

3. Given the various other assessment tools used at the classroom level and the 

overlapping schedules of providing those other assessments (e.g., FCAT, county-

wide assessments, Lexile assessments, Running Record assessments, etc.) within 

a school district, teachers perceptions of using DIBELS are negatively impacted.  

4. Teachers understand what DIBELS is and what it measures, but are discouraged 

or unsure about how to best utilize the data obtained.   

5. Finally, given the multiple competing demands and seemingly fast paced nature 

of school activities, teachers are not accessing their class/student reports on the 

PMRN, but rather are provided such reports, if any, from the school’s Reading 

Coach or school-based DIBELS team.   

6. A low level of direct involvement and use of PMRN reports serves as a barrier for 

utilizing the data effectively or efficiently. 

Data Collection Procedures 

General procedures.  A variety of procedures were followed regarding the data 

collection and data management process for the present study.  Data analysis procedures 

are discussed below.  However, data analysis procedures were followed concurrently as 

data were gathered.  In general, the following three types of data were collected: Teacher 
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interview and case study reviews, expert review of kindergarten and first grade case 

studies, and focus groups with Reading Coaches and specialists.  All teacher interviews 

took place in their respective classrooms after school hours on a date and time chosen by 

them.  Interviews with experts took place via phone calls to each expert, individually, on 

a date and time chosen by them, respectively.  Focus groups took place in a large meeting 

room located at the participating school district’s administration building at a time and 

date convenient to all participants.  All participants were knowledgeable and informed of 

the researcher’s role as a school psychologist and the purposes of conducting the study.   

All data were recorded using a digital audio recorder for transcription and later 

analysis.  No identifying information regarding the participant(s) identities were recorded 

on the digital recorder.  All tapes were downloaded unto a personal computer and were 

coded to ensure that no identifying information was available from their use.  Only the 

researcher had access to the coding system used to identify the tapes.  All participants 

were informed that the tapes and observation notes were coded to ensure confidentiality, 

and they were prompted when the recording device was turned on and turned off.  They 

were also informed that the purpose of using the audio recording was solely to keep 

accurate records for later analysis and that only the researcher would have access to the 

audio tapes.  Specific data collection procedures below are provided in order of the 

presenting research questions. 

Teacher interviews.  All interviews were conducted by the researcher using the 

Teacher Interview Guide (Appendix C) and the appropriate grade level case study.  Field 

notes were taken at the start of each interview to facilitate later analysis and provide 
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additional observations not available through the primary interview.  Appendix F 

provides the format used for documenting field notes.  Additional comments, 

observations, and thoughts prompted by each interview were also recorded using the 

digital audio recorder after each interview for the purpose of adjusting interview 

questions, for providing context towards later analyses, and for identifying emerging and 

anticipated topics discussed during the interviews.  

The Teacher Interview Guide (Appendix C) was utilized in a semi-structured 

format (Patton, 1990).  The questions used in the guide were derived from a review of the 

relevant research and information available about DIBELS and the Reading First grant in 

Florida.  Any follow-up questions used that were not on the Interview Guide were used as 

needed to check for clarification and accuracy of understanding of teacher responses.  

Active search for contrary evidence and alternative perspectives was routinely used 

during each interview in order to test the limits of participant perspectives and to provide 

greater reliability. The interview was designed to last 30 minutes.   

Teacher case study review.  Following the use of the Interview Guide, each 

teacher was asked to comment on their perceptions and thoughts concerning a case study 

presented to them.  Appendix D contains the Case Study Questions and PMRN reports 

which were used with each teacher for their respective grade level.  Teachers were not 

provided with any background knowledge about the student other than the student’s 

gender, grade level, and difficulty with reading.  Questions asked by the teacher 

concerning additional information about the student’s characteristics or history of 

achievement were captured during the audio recording and written up in the transcripts 
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for latter analysis.  Follow-up questions were provided as needed based on teacher 

responses to the case study materials.  Teachers were generally asked to comment on any 

aspect they felt was important for discussion and analysis of the case study.  The Case 

Study Review was intended to last only 30-mintues.   

Teachers were not initially informed that their responses to the case study would 

be compared to experts who were provided with the same case study as this would have 

presented a potential confound to the study.  There were no known risks associated with 

excluding this information from participants.  All teacher responses were aggregated for 

comparison to expert opinion.  Individual teacher responses were only used as short 

direct quotes which highlight a general theme or topic mentioned by many teachers, or 

which provides a strong example of teacher perception that would otherwise not be 

conveyed through aggregated or paraphrasing options.  In such cases no participant’s 

name, assigned school, or school district was used in any way in the reporting of results 

in the present study.  Teachers were debriefed about the involvement of experts when 

provided with preliminary results as part of the member check procedure. 

After each interview was completed, each teacher was informed of their option to 

contact the researcher if they had additional questions or comments following the 

interview.  Additionally, each teacher was asked for their verbal permission to contact 

them via email to check for accuracy of comments and solicit any additional comments 

based on the overall results.  All teachers acknowledge their verbal permission to be 

contacted again when results were available for comment. 
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Expert opinion interviews.  Following consent to participate, each expert was 

independently interviewed and asked to comment on each of the two case studies through 

a telephone conference call, one case at a time, using the same Case Study Guide (see 

Appendix D) that was used for teachers.  Follow-up questions listed on the Case Study 

Guide were used as needed depending on responses made by each expert.  Additional 

questions prompted by expert responses were documented and recorded using the audio 

recorder for later analysis.  The expert interview was intended to last approximately 30-

45 minutes.  At the end of each expert interview experts were asked for their verbal 

permission to contact them again if further clarification or checks for accuracy are needed 

during the analysis phase of the study.  Both experts provided verbal approval to be 

contacted when results were available for comment. 

Focus groups.  The Focus Group Guide (Appendix E) was used during the two 

focus groups.  Questions were developed based upon an understanding of the research 

concerning DIBELS and knowledge about the Reading First grant in Florida.  Both focus 

groups were facilitated by the researcher and assisted by a graduate student with field 

experience in recording meeting notes identified or addressed during the session.  The 

graduate student also assisted in facilitating a review of comments captured for purposes 

of validating accuracy of comments and ensuring no additional themes/topics were 

missed.  Consultation between the researcher and the graduate student assistant occurred 

before both focus groups occurred in order to assist the graduate student assistant in 

understanding the focus and purpose of the study.  Field notes were taken throughout the 

focus group sessions using a large presentation-style note pad in full view of all 
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participants.  Field notes taken were written as short phrase quotes or paraphrases made 

by focus group participants.   

Each focus group session lasted 90 minutes with the first 60 minutes allocated for 

focus group discussion using the Focus Group Guide.  The final 30 minutes were utilized 

by reviewing all field notes with the focus group participants for clarification of 

information recorded and to check for accuracy in the understanding of participant 

responses.  Additional comments or any clarifications made were written down using the 

large note pad in addition to being collected on the audio recorder.  Additional comments 

provided by the facilitator or in response to facilitator questions not included in the guide 

were also recorded.   

At the conclusion of each focus group, participants were asked for their verbal 

permission to contact them by email if further clarification or check for accuracy was 

required as the data was analyzed.  They were encouraged to contact this investigator 

after the focus group was concluded if they had any other comments or ideas they felt 

would be helpful, or if they had thoughts or feelings that they did not feel comfortable 

sharing in the group setting.    

Data Management and Storage 

 The use of a digital recorder allowed all audio recordings to be downloaded onto a 

personal computer.  Each audio recording was coded and saved using a coding system 

known only by the researcher.  All audio recordings of interviews, focus groups, and field 

notes/observations were transcribed using a computer/word-processing program (i.e., 

Microsoft Word).  All computer audio files and transcript files were secured using a 
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password only known by the researcher.  The elapsed time for each teacher interview was 

recorded in minutes for each teacher comment recorded to provide a later analysis of 

duration of time spent discussing a particular topic and/or analysis of percentage of time 

spent talking compared to the researcher. 

 Each transcript was saved using the same corresponding identifier as used with 

saving the audio recordings.  Each transcript was then saved as a copy to be used for 

printing and analysis to ensure the original transcript was not compromised during 

analysis procedures.  All audio and transcript files were backed up on a 4 gigabyte data 

pin which was secured and kept in the researcher’s personal locked file cabinet in the 

same room as the computer being used for data management and storage.   All printed or 

hand written documents were secured in a file folder and kept in the researcher’s personal 

locked file cabinet.  Additional documents produced through data analysis procedures 

were also saved and stored on either a personal computer and/or in the researcher’s 

personal locked file cabinet. 

Data Analysis 

General data analysis procedures.  The procedures for analyzing the data 

collected in the present study were organized into three different sections based on the 

three research questions: (1) teacher interviews, (2) expert opinion and teacher case 

reviews; (3) focus groups.  Within each group procedures for organizing the collected 

data, developing coding schemes, evaluating the reliability of the codes, and applying the 

coding schemes is discussed.  Procedures are then listed next for summarizing and 

organizing the findings for validation by participants and peer reviewers.   
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Teacher interview concurrent data analyses.   The analysis of teacher interviews 

was conducted in two phases: (1) concurrent initial analysis with data collection and (2) 

formal descriptive analyses after all data were collected.  Concurrent analysis procedures 

were used with data collection procedures and involved the use of descriptive field notes 

and personal notes, and a review of completed audio interviews.  The focus of this level 

of analysis provided an ongoing examination of the focus of the study, the 

appropriateness of questions and instruments being used, and observations of topics or 

themes which may be important for latter analyses.  Adjustments towards each successive 

interview were conducted based on a review of field notes and personal notes.  

Descriptive field notes collected were written using a standard form developed by the 

researcher (see Appendix F).  This format was meant to be specific in focus.  Personal 

notes/reflections were recorded using the digital audio recorder and/or written in a journal 

after each interview was collected.   

Field notes and personal notes were summarized using a word-processing 

computer program and saved in an electronic folder assigned to the participant using a 

coded label for confidentiality.  Hard copy notes taken using the field notes form were 

secured in the researcher’s personal locked file cabinet. The general format of the 

narrative summary of field notes was in paragraph form to allow for coding at a later 

time.  Each case summary of the field notes taken for a given participant was followed by 

personal ideas, hunches, concerns, and/or general reflections about the interview/research 

study.  The analysis of personal notes allowed for recording and/or observing of errors 

and biases.  
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Review of all field notes and personal notes allowed for the identification of 

initial topics or themes discussed in order to determine when saturation of important and 

relevant information was reached.  Audio interviews and all associated field notes and 

personal notes were reviewed in the order they were collected and used to identify initial 

themes emerging from the interviews.  This list of topics was written in the personal 

notes/journal for later use in the coding process. 

Teacher interview formal data analyses.  After all interviews were transcribed 

they were separated into one of two groups: kindergarten and first grade teachers and 

within the order they were collected in order to investigate any salient themes or 

emphases specific to a particular grade level.  All field notes and personal notes were 

utilized to develop an initial list of topics for each grade level.  As each of the teacher 

interview transcripts was analyzed, additional topics not identified from field notes or 

journal entries was identified.  Both lists of topics from kindergarten and first grade 

teachers, respectively, were then combined into one comprehensive list of topics 

(Appendix G1).  Numerical codes were developed and ascribed to the initial list of topics.  

Because the present study involved a relatively tight design – that is, a narrow and 

specific focus was involved from the start of the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994), and 

relatively few unanticipated topics emerged from both groups of interviews, the Teacher 

Interview Guide was used to organize the initial list of codes into different topic clusters 

(See Appendix G2).   Once a comprehensive coding scheme was developed it was 

applied to each full teacher transcript. 
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Reliability of the coding process was assessed by using an inter-rater agreement 

method (Patton, 2002).  Inter-rater agreement was assessed by calculating the number of 

agreements divided by the total number of agreements plus disagreements on 37% of all 

data (i.e., 6 teacher interviews, 4 teacher case study reviews, 1 expert case study review, 

and 1 focus group). A minimum of 90% agreement was used as the criterion for 

determining the reliability of the codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Inter-rater accuracy 

checks that fell below this criterion prompted the research assistant and researcher to 

review the transcription together and discuss disagreements.   

The research assistant who participated in this process held a degree in business 

administration and had four years experience working as a market researcher.  He has 

experience in conducting field interviews and utilizing both quantitative and qualitative 

methods for the analysis of consumer perceptions.  He did not have any experience 

working in education.  Prior to engaging in analysis procedures, the researcher and 

research assistant discussed over several sessions the purpose, scope, and nature of the 

research questions addressed in the study.  Hypotheses and researcher biases were shared 

along with an overview of how educational systems operate (e.g., NCLB, current policies 

and procedures concerning the assessment and evaluation of student outcomes, Reading 

First model, etc.).  All questions asked by the research assistant were answered and 

discussed until the research assistant indicated sufficient knowledge and understanding of 

concepts addressed prior to engaging in any analysis procedures. 

At the start of the inter-rater agreement process, each code was operationally 

defined and shared with the research assistant.  Two randomly chosen transcripts were 
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provided to the research assistant (one kindergarten and one first grade teacher interview 

transcript) along with the list of current codes and definitions.  The researcher and 

research assistant separately coded the same two transcripts and then reviewed each 

rendition together.   

Disagreements found were primarily the result of disagreement over the size of 

data segments.  This led to discussions about decision rules for defining data segments.  It 

was decided that the level of analysis for determining data segments would be at the 

sentence level.  Further, it was decided that each data segment would start with a question 

posed by the researcher unless the response provided by the participant includes a 

transition into a different topic.  Codes and definitions were reviewed again prior to 

conducting another round of inter-rater agreement checks using the same (but new/clean) 

transcripts. 

Two additional inter-rater checks were conducted which did not result in reaching 

the minimum criterion established.  The researcher and research assistant discussed at 

length the disagreements and review of the research questions.  Results of these 

discussions led the researcher and research assistant to conclude three factors where 

operating which resulted in low agreement percentages: (1) disagreements regarding the 

identification of prior data segments despite decision rules established, (2) disagreements 

related to poor differentiation among some of the codes, and (3) disagreements related to 

an organization of codes a priori using the Teacher Interview Guide.   

Following this conclusion it was decided that the researcher should conduct a 

fresh review of the transcripts and field/personal notes without any a priori search for 
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topics of interest.  The original list of topics developed (See Appendix G1) was 

condensed into different clusters independent of any a priori organizational structure or 

topics of interest.  This next list was then given a 4-digit code for each topic cluster and 

applied to all 14 teacher transcripts by writing the code into the margin for each data 

segment identified. 

A manual sorting process (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002) was attempted 

which involved cutting up and sorting data segments based on those codes.  Codes 

receiving too many data segments were re-read and broken down to provide greater 

specificity and boundaries in relation to other codes.  Codes not receiving any segments 

were either discarded or clustered with similar codes.  This process was conducted 

several times and involved a high level of resources (i.e., time and materials) and was 

found to be too ineffective and inefficient for the researcher.  At that point, the 

researcher’s doctoral committee was approached to solicit approval for engaging in 

additional procedures which might prove more effective. 

Researchers have recommended the process of coding involve other persons to 

discuss ideas and define boundaries for topics being identified (Miles & Huberman, 

1994; Patton, 2002). The same literature also advocated for the use of computer-based 

approaches for sorting and coding the data for a more efficient process.  Given this 

review, the research assistant and principal investigator reviewed all 14 teacher 

transcripts together and identified through discussion of the transcript data where to 

define the data segments for each transcript.  The latest “grocery list” of emerging topics 

identified without considering a priori topics of interest was then reviewed between the 



121 
 

research assistant and the principal investigator.  This process led to the development of a 

draft of codes.  Using this draft of codes, all transcript data for teacher interviews was 

imported into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. 

Identified data segments for all 14 teacher transcripts were entered into a 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet in order to utilize a computer-based approach to sorting the 

data.  Table 5 in Appendix B contains the format that was used in the entry of the 

transcript data segments: Topic Code (four digit number), Participant Code (two letter 

code whereby the first letter indicated the grade level – F or K, and the next letter to 

identify order of interview – A – N), Data Segment # (i.e., data segments numbered in 

order and restarted for each individual interview) and finally the transcript content for 

each data segment with the interviewer listed in italics/underlined for visual ease.  After 

all the data segments for all 14 teachers were entered, the use of Microsoft Excel allowed 

for sorting the data using the following priorities for sorting: Code, followed by Teacher, 

followed by Data Entry #.  Having sorted the data in this manner, it was found to be more 

efficient and cost effective for adjusting the codes and developing a third formal set of 

codes for use (See Appendix G3). 

Having defined the data segments together, but prior to engaging in additional 

inter-rater agreements, a rubric for coding the data segments was developed based upon a 

priori topics of interest, previous experience with inter-rater checks, and review of 

transcripts with research assistant.  For each data segment, the first step towards coding 

was to read the researcher’s question followed by the participant’s response.  If the 

question involved one of several a priori topics used in the study then the data segment 
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was coded to reflect that topic.  The exception to this rule was if the participant’s 

response did not address the researcher’s question.  For example, if the researcher asked 

about how often a teacher collected DIBELS data for a student who was struggling in 

reading, and the teacher either did not understand what the question was asking or 

described some other aspect of DIBELS data collection that did not address the question 

asked, then priority was given to the participant’s response for coding.   

Aside from prioritizing the researcher’s question for coding data segments, 

priorities were also established for which codes to use if there was an option or 

possibility for multiple codes to be assigned.  Of the eight broad topic areas used in the 

coding scheme (see Appendix G3), priority was given to codes 2000 through 7000 before 

using codes within the 1000 or 8000 level.  For example, if in response to a researcher’s 

question the participant talked about their knowledge of DIBELS measure specifically 

while also highlighting their perceived value for the DIBELS overall, then priority was 

given to coding that data segment as “knowledge of DIBELS (2100)” rather than 

“benefits of DIBELS (1100).”  Additionally, if a data segment included multiple topics 

by a participant and involved a decision between topics listed between the 2000 through 

7000 levels, then priority was given to the topic that was closest to the research question 

asked. 

Regarding the use of the “miscellaneous (8000) category, this code was used only 

for those responses that either involved an exchange of comments between the researcher 

and participant clarifying the specific question being asked, or reflected responses that 

were unrelated to DIBELS, reading, or school climate.  For example, if in response to a 
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question about reading assessments a participant discussed concerns with math 

assessments and student achievement in math, then that data segment was coded as 

“miscellaneous.” 

Though the coding scheme that was developed (see Appendix G3) provided codes 

for specific examples of responses (e.g., 1310, 1311, 1312), only one of the 28 secondary 

number levels was used for coding (e.g., 1300).  After inter-rater checks were completed 

utilizing the 3rd draft of codes (Appendix G3), inter-rater calculations increased 

substantially though still just below the required criteria.  Analysis of inter-rater 

disagreements identified discrepancies in coding within the 3000, 4000, and 7000 level 

topics.  Further discussion between the research assistant and the researcher about the 

nature of the study and its research questions, these three topic levels were each 

collapsed, respectively, into one level each (3100, 4100, and 7100 – See Appendix G4).  

It was determined through discussion and reflection that these three topic categories did 

not require subtle minor topics for coding.  For example, the 4000 topic of Progress 

Monitoring and Reporting Network (PMRN) was a necessary topic because it was an a 

priori topic of interest in the study.  However, too few responses were identified for each 

of the four sub-categories and the primary focus on this topic was merely on teacher’s 

general use and perceptions of the PMRN.  Therefore, the four sub-categories were 

collapsed into one overall category. 

Observations of using this third draft of codes indicated a higher level of 

agreement (between 60 and 70%).  Discussions of disagreements at this point resulted in 

some of the higher-order categories being clustered further as described above (see 
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Appendix G4).  This fourth set of codes was then used to transcribe the same two 

transcripts again which resulted in sufficient agreement (93%).  Following this, two more 

sets of transcripts (four total – two for each grade level) were again used for conducting 

inter-rater agreement checks.  Results of those checks resulted in sufficient agreement 

percentages ranging between 92% and 97%.  Upon reaching sufficient inter-rater 

agreement on those transcripts sampled for use, the final set of codes was applied to all 

teacher transcripts using the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.  Again, the data where then 

sorted and organized by prioritizing Code, Teacher, Data entry #.  Following this, 

attention was given to coding expert/teacher reviews. 

Expert/teacher case reviews.  As with teacher interviews concurrent analysis 

procedures used during data collection procedures, case reviews conducted by teachers 

and experts were monitored using personal notes.  Reviews of those notes were used for 

initial formal analysis procedures following the collection of all case review data.  First, 

for each expert, the transcript data were separated into two groups: (1) kindergarten case 

study and (2) first grade case study.  It was necessary to separate the expert transcripts 

based on the grade level of the case studies for later comparison among teachers for each 

of the two different grade levels.  Each of the two transcripts was read separately for 

regularities and patterns as well as topics the data cover.  Words or phrases used by the 

experts were used to represent the topics or patterns identified.  These words or phrases 

provided a set of initial coding topics.   

Once the list of topics was developed for each expert transcript for each grade 

level case study, the two sets of topics (kindergarten and first grade case study) for each 
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expert were analyzed for common and unique ideas in relation to each other for both 

grade level case studies (e.g., expert one kindergarten case compared to expert two 

kindergarten case).  Common topics or patterns were analyzed first and combined for 

further coding.  Unique topics or patterns were listed together for visual ease and 

analyzed again for any common ideas or thoughts not originally found in the first steps.  

Ideas remaining unique between both experts for a specific grade level case study were 

coded and added to the list of shared common topics for that case study.   

The above organizing and coding procedures were also used to develop a set of 

codes for kindergarten and first grade teacher case reviews.  These sets of codes were 

then used to compare teacher and expert comments in relation to a given case study.  

However, it was expected that many topics identified by experts and teachers would not 

be mutually exclusive or unique to either kindergarten or first grade teachers.  Therefore, 

the above procedures provided for an initial comparative analysis between experts and 

teachers.   

A secondary analysis involved the development of a single comprehensive set of 

codes to be applied to all expert and teacher case review responses.  To do this, the topic 

lists developed for each grade level were compared and analyzed for common and unique 

topics.  Common topics between the teacher cases were combined and reorganized.  This 

list was then compared with the expert list of topics and a constant comparison procedure 

was used to develop a final comprehensive set of topics to be applied to both expert 

transcripts and teacher transcripts, regardless of case study discussed.  This final list of 

codes involved three distinct topic areas for coding: (1) Using PMRN reports; (2) 
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Additional information needed or wanted; and (3) General comments about using 

DIBELS data.  A computerized method for organizing and coding the teacher/expert case 

reviews was not needed for the analysis of case review data. 

Inter-rater agreement checks were applied to two sets of Teacher Case Study 

Reviews (Total of four – two for each grade level), and one of the Expert Case Study 

Reviews (for both kindergarten and first grade cases).  As with teacher interviews, a 90% 

agreement criterion was used to check inter-rater reliability.  No additional procedures 

were needed to secure sufficient agreement between the research assistant and researcher.  

Inter-rater agreement percentages for all case reviews (both teacher and expert) resulted 

in 100% agreement.   

Focus group analyses.  To begin, the Reading Coach focus group and the 

specialist focus group were initially separated while the following procedures were 

applied to both groups. Prior to reviewing each focus group transcript, notes taken and 

validated by focus group participants was reviewed and an initial list of topics was 

identified.  The first list of topics was then kept aside while the focus group transcript 

was read for topics and themes not captured in the notes taken.  A review of both the 

focus group transcripts did not yield any new topics beyond the notes taken during each 

of the focus group sessions.   

The first formal draft of topics for focus group data was developed by engaging in 

a constant comparison method (Patton, 2002) in which similar topics were combined and 

unique topics were listed without exclusion.  From this process a comprehensive list of 

topics was identified for the focus group data.  Each topic was assigned a number and 
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applied to both focus group transcripts. No additional procedures (i.e., computerized 

approach to organizing and sorting the data) were needed for coding the focus group data.  

Inter-rater agreement procedures were applied to the Reading Coach focus group 

transcript.  Results of the inter-rater agreement yielded a satisfactory agreement 

percentage of 96%. 

Member checks and peer reviews.  In preparation for evaluating the validity of 

findings generated to this point, the coding systems developed for teacher interviews and 

both focus groups were compared using a constant comparison approach (Patton, 2002).  

A comparative review of these sources of codes revealed a pattern that prompted a further 

organization of topics using the following four categories: Climate/Culture of School, 

Supports/Resources Available, Knowledge of DIBELS, and Collecting and Using Data.  

Table 6 in Appendix B depicts the consolidation of topics into these emerging final four 

themes.  Preliminary results were written using this organizational format using an 

outline version for ease of reporting and reading (Hodges, personal communication 

2008).  A copy of the preliminary results (See Appendix H) was developed for each 

group of participants whereby the section reporting their group’s data was highlighted in 

yellow for ease of review.  Each participant in the study was provided via email a copy of 

the preliminary results and asked to provide feedback on the accuracy and completeness 

of the information. 

Peer reviewers were given the same report without highlighted sections.  All 

versions included a table of contents to assist participants with an efficient means for 

finding areas of interest.  The preliminary results were emailed to all participants and 
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asked to respond by emailing the researcher within two weeks from the date the report 

was sent.  Participants were asked to comment on the findings and were encouraged to 

offer any additional thoughts prompted by the results.  Peer reviewers were asked to 

review the results and offer any critical feedback or questions concerning the findings, 

the organization of reporting, and any other methodological aspects.  Responses received 

were used to further analyze the validity and reliability of the study and are reported in 

the results section. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - RESULTS 
 

General Introduction 

Given the methodological design used in the present study, the results were 

written in two parts.  First, in accordance with the research questions posed at the start of 

the study, the findings obtained in relation to those questions are presented.  Next, an 

analysis of the research process and the researcher’s perspectives throughout the course 

of the study are presented.  The primary findings as they relate to the research questions 

were written in a traditional third person voice.  The researcher’s analysis of the research 

process and personal accounts of the evolution of the study were written in first person 

voice. 

Description of Participants and Data Obtained 

 
 Procedures for selection of participants and access to sites were provided in the 

previous methods section and therefore are not restated in full here.  However, it is 

important to highlight that all participants self-selected themselves for participation in the 

study.  All participants were asked to take part in the study through a one-time interview 

or focus group session.  A total of 831 minutes, or nearly 14 hours of audio-recorded 

information was obtained directly from participants as a whole.  When transcribed, these 

data amount to 229 pages of text. 

 Aggregated teacher interview data may be described as 381 minutes of one-on-

one interview discussions or 135 pages of transcripts.  The average participation time in 



130 
 

the teacher interview was approximately 27 minutes with a range of 13 to 43 minutes.  A 

total of 617 separate data segments were identified for coding/analysis purposes.  Teacher 

case study review data may be described as 141 minutes of audio recording or 44 pages 

of transcribed text.  The average amount of time spent discussing the case study review 

was approximately 10 minutes.  Expert case study review may be described as a total of 

47 minutes of audio recording or 10 pages of transcribed text.  Focus group data may be 

described as 162 minutes of audio recording or 47 pages of transcribed text. 

Teachers’ Perceptions and Understandings about DIBELS and the PMRN. 

 Climate and culture of schools.  Several a priori and emerging topics were 

analyzed in order to understand teacher’s perceptions and use of DIBELS and the PMRN.  

To begin, the culture and climate of education within which teachers had been asked to 

work emerged as an important factor to understand.  Overall, teachers reported 

experiencing various levels of pressures and stress related to their profession.  Most of 

these comments seemed tied to a general climate of accountability to increase student 

performance in education.  Many sources of pressures were identified through teacher 

interviews.  Some of these pressures were reported to have evolved in relation to the 

implementation of Reading First and the use of DIBELS.  Some of the variation in 

reaction to accountability pressures was found to be related to the school’s status or grade 

as evaluated by the State of Florida’s Department of Education using the No Child Left 

Behind criteria as one teacher indicated. 

So, we’ve been under a lot of pressure because we are not making A.Y.P.; Annual 

Yearly Progress.  We are one year away from restructuring.  And, I work 
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extremely hard, and every person on this campus works extremely hard.  So the 

feeling is there across the board.  It comes from No Child Left Behind.  To expect 

every child to be on or above grade level like 2012 is the most ridiculous thing 

I’ve heard in my life. Unless you are cloning the children, it’s not going to work 

because children learn in different stages. 

A great amount of pressure was expressed by some teachers as a function of the 

DIBELS test being implemented into the schools.  Most of the teachers reported an initial 

impact described as increased competition among teachers.  However, this initial impact 

of DIBELS had evolved in most of the schools sampled as teachers reported they no 

longer perceived anyone would lose their jobs due to the outcome data on the DIBELS.  

They reported that collaboration as a grade level team was functional for determining 

what was working or not working for their students.  When asked to generally share her 

views about the DIBELS at a Reading First school, one teacher stated the following:  

We’ve been doing it for a few years now.  When we first started none of us knew 

what it was about or how it would impact us.  And then it was kind of a 

competition between teachers; you know whether your scores went up or your 

scores were down.  And then we decided it was more of a team thing because it 

depended on more than just your class.  Sometimes you might have a really young 

class and so then you just kind of looked at your scores and how they were 

improving and not just where they’re at but where were they and where are they 

at now?   
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In general, all the teachers interviewed expressed believe in the importance of the 

role of leadership at their school as it related to pressures and use of DIBELS.  The role 

of leadership was reported as important in terms of setting a climate of cooperation and a 

culture of using data to make decisions.  It was also described by teachers as important 

for ensuring that teachers use the DIBELS as the Reading First grant intended.  Most 

reported that DIBELS had been given a greater value by the school leadership or school 

district than other assessments.  And in some cases, uncertainty was reported about why; 

as if the DIBELS was the main indicator for student progress at the exclusion of using 

multiple sources of data.  Or, as one teacher commented, “There’s a lot of expectations 

and I really think that sometimes it’s more important than the classroom assessments.  

Because I do think they feel that this is the way to see where these kids are coming from 

and where they need to go, and how you’re gonna get ‘em there.”   

Another teacher described the importance of school leadership in helping to 

deflect outside pressures of accountability while another teacher described the isolated 

feeling of working in a school that is very “political.”  Several of the teachers commented 

on the concern and simultaneous pressure to “teach to the test.” But over time, influenced 

in part by school leaders (including the Reading Coach-see below) and increasing student 

achievement scores, some of these teachers reported less pressures about how their 

student’s were performing on the DIBELS and instead were more encouraged to use the 

data to help support student learning. 

Aside from perceived pressures brought about by supervisors, some teachers 

described their concerns about the general climate of their educational field as “removing 
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the childhood from the child.”  It was reported by some of the kindergarten teachers that 

there was too much intensity in kindergarten compared to the past.  This view was further 

characterized by teachers as if what kindergarten students are being asked to do is 

developmentally inappropriate.  When these teachers were asked if that was indeed their 

view, they all indicated an affirmative response.  One teacher also characterized her view 

as too much emphasis in reading at the expense of other kindergarten goals such as 

social-emotional development.  As she stated, “…yes, they get real strong on the 

DIBELS but their behavior hasn’t gone to a place that is appropriate for society.”  When 

asked to further explain her point, this teacher modified her response to reflect a more 

general feeling that an intense focus on reading was making some teachers feel less and 

less time was available for helping children learn to develop positive relationships and 

social skills.  A different teacher commented on this similarly when she spoke of her 

fears regarding a rumor that the district would be considering the removal of rest time for 

kindergarten – a time she valued highly both for her students and for her to catch up on 

classroom assessments and paperwork. 

Perceived pressures were also reported to be occurring from other grade levels. 

One teacher described the pressures felt by third grade teachers in relation to the FCAT 

and No Child Left Behind as being passed down to the second grade teacher to make sure 

that exiting second grade students were prepared to move into third grade.  In turn, the 

second grade teachers expected the same from the first grade teachers and so on.  The 

teacher who presented this view also indicated that this was often a contributing source of 

why retention was considered at the grade levels below third grade, especially first grade.   
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A final source of perceived pressure identified among teacher responses was the 

concern over the amount of testing that was occurring in the schools.  In identifying the 

various reading assessments that can occur at a Reading First school in the school district 

that participated in the study, Table 7 depicts the assessments and frequencies of 

administration were reported by teachers – in some cases the specific name of the test 

was withheld in order to maintain confidentiality of the school or district.  The 

frequencies of administration alone throughout the year were deceiving as, for example, 

the kindergarten district assessments were conducted in a one-on-one format between 

teacher and student.  Kindergarten teachers indicated, on average, that it took about 3 

weeks to complete a whole class using that assessment because of its required one-on-one 

assessment format.  

Some teachers shared their concerns over the loss of instructional time due to the 

amount of testing.  One teacher stated it in the following way which was very 

representative of kindergarten teachers in this study: “That’s all we’re doing is testing.  

They’re using it for that reason, but I want to teach the children.  There’s just no time to 

do that.  And, um, so that’s what drives a lot of teachers crazy.”  And another teacher 

took a more humorous approach by saying, “Sometimes I look at them and think, how 

did I expect you to get…to go higher when I haven’t had any instruction time in between.  

It’s a miracle!”  Compounding this stated teacher frustration, some reported frustration 

with having to conduct assessments that were not useful for driving instruction such as 

the district’s school readiness test; a test that one teacher wished the district would 
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arrange for students to take before the start of the year because of how little value it 

provided her and the amount of time it took to complete a whole class. 

 It is relevant to note in a context of pressure and accountability that all teachers 

reported concerns about using the DIBELS data more effectively and efficiently as a 

result of not being the ones trained to administer the test.  Only two teachers indicated an 

interest in further training to learn how to give the DIBELS themselves; one other teacher 

had already been trained to give the test.  All the others cited the current assessment 

responsibilities they have as a barrier to taking on the administration of the DIBELS.  

And yet, these same teachers indicated a preference for using their district assessment for 

monitoring student progress between assessment cycles rather then using DIBELS 

because (1) they had access to the materials they needed and know how to administer the 

test, and (2) they valued being able to directly hear the student read in order to grasp a 

qualitative understanding of what the student can do.  One teacher stated it in the 

following manner when asked if it would be beneficial to learn how to administer the 

DIBELS herself in order to have more direct observation of student performance:  

It might make a difference in some cases.  But, we’re talking about timelines here 

and individual one-on-one testing.  So how they would ever get it so your class is 

covered and the teacher does all this testing?  Because if one person had to test 

20 kids, that would be a lengthy process.   

In response to a question about what would be needed to sustain the use of the 

DIBELS assessment when the Reading First grant is terminated, almost all teachers 

indicated that the school would need additional personnel to help with collecting 
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assessments – not just DIBELS.  In fact, as it stood when these teachers were 

interviewed, many of them had concerns about the personnel that were then involved 

with helping to collect the data (i.e., Title 1 staff), as doing so meant missed instructional 

time for students with those staff members. 

 Support/Resources for teachers use of DIBELS.  Having provided a description of 

the school climate/culture and expectations perceived by teachers, analysis of the first 

research question then focused on the topic of supports and resources that existed in 

schools to help teachers with their understanding and use of DIBELS.  Consistently, 

across all teacher participants, the Reading First grant was praised for the various 

resources it provided to schools.  Teachers reported high value for the grant and its 

provision of books, curricular and instructional materials, and additional media materials.  

But the most valued of all the resources provided to schools, as reported by teachers, was 

the assignment of a full-time school-based Reading Coach.   

Teachers expressed numerous reasons for their high value for the Reading Coach.  

According to the teachers interviewed, the Reading Coach provided coordination of all 

data collection and data input efforts.  The Reading Coach was reported to provide 

technical assistance to teachers on the use of DIBELS and other assessment data for 

making instructional decisions.  The Reading Coach was reported to help some teachers 

create and /or organize various activities for their classrooms as well as help teachers 

organize their classroom libraries.  Some teachers reported receiving frequent support 

from the Reading Coach on the use of the Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network 

(PMRN) reports– generated from a web-based program that provides educators with 
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graphs of their student’s DIBELS data.  More specifically, Reading Coaches were 

reported to meet with grade level teams at least after each DIBELS benchmark 

assessment to assist those teams in using the data to develop action plans for increasing 

student reading performance. 

Specifically, with regards to support given by the Reading Coach for using the 

PMRN, teachers reported they highly valued the accessibility of color graphs which were 

provided to them by the Reading Coach.  The PMRN reports utilized a color coding 

system to assist teaches in helping to scan their classroom data and identify areas of 

instructional need.  All teachers indicated that they did not have access to color reports 

and were dependent on the Reading Coach to provide them because of an insufficient 

supply of color printers available on school grounds.  Some teachers, who valued the use 

of the PMRN reports, indicated that when they did download and print their own reports 

in black and white, they were left with having to color them in by hand for visual 

analyses.   

The lack of access to color printers may have been a potential barrier to teacher’s 

use of DIBELS data, let alone a barrier to teacher’s use of the PMRN (discussed in more 

detail later).  Nonetheless, teachers voiced much appreciation for their Reading Coaches 

who at times also provided modeling of instructional programs or strategies.  And in 

some cases, teachers reported their Reading Coach had set up site visits to other schools 

for them to observe expert teachers who utilized a given reading program or instructional 

approach that the Reading Coach was interested in helping her team learn.  One teacher’s 
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view in particular may best convey the general sense of teachers’ valuing the Reading 

Coach: 

Um, she came in…for a six week stretch and modeled lessons for me.  We co-

taught some lessons and I did some on my own and she observed and gave me 

feedback, that kind of thing.  Looking at the differentiated instruction and making 

games up for rotations, and things along those lines, and word work.  And um, 

she’s always been there as a resource.  Questions me…you know, helps me think 

things through cause I don’t see it somehow, she’s been there in that regard as 

well.  Um, working with getting the classroom library up and going.  The whole 

program started with the grant and they bought all those extra books and we’ve 

been doing that.  Wonderful person.  I mean, without her I don’t think it would 

have went as smoothly? Yes! Definitely not. 

The topic of classroom libraries and books was another major contributing factor 

influencing teacher’s value for the Reading First grant.  Most of them indicated having 

access to “leveled books” as part of their personal classroom library for use in their 

reading center activities.  The classroom library was often mentioned in the same context 

as providing students with a differentiated instructional approach that allowed all students 

to work at their instructional level – an instructional design being promoted through the 

Reading First model.  Prior to having the grant, teachers reported they had few other 

options for supporting their classroom libraries and similar curricular or instructional 

needs than to use their own money for purchasing such materials.  In this regard, the 

grant was viewed by the teachers in this study as highly beneficial. 



139 
 

A less common positive impact of the grant reported by teachers was the 

introduction of DIBELS.  Some of the teachers (4 of the 14) indicated a direct relation 

between use of the DIBELS and the increases in their overall school performance.  Most 

of the teachers, when discussing the impact of the grant, merely described DIBELS as a 

requirement for which they had mixed views.  Or, as one teacher commented, “It’s just 

another test.”  But a few teachers commented on how DIBELS had been a very valuable 

resource provided through the Reading First grant because it helped them to focus their 

instructional efforts and guide their professional development in reading.  More 

specifically one of these few teachers stated, “Um, I was resistant in the beginning 

because of the amount of time.  I see some good results with DIBELS and Reading 

First….What has happened is that it has created an awareness of what’s important.  I 

think that’s the big thing of value.”   

 A final area of support identified through teacher interviews was the availability 

and focus of trainings provided to teachers on the use of DIBELS data and the PMRN 

data reports.  None of the teachers reported attending any district level trainings on the 

use of DIBELS data.  However, some of the teachers reported attending a mandatory 

training provided to the whole staff at the start of the first year of implementation.  This 

particular training was described by these few teachers as having low value as it was 

reported the training consisted of a facilitator reading from a scripted manual over several 

hours of training across four days.  
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 One teacher indicated she had attended a district training to learn how to 

administer the DIBELS.  This teacher indicated the following in response to a question 

about the general atmosphere among school staff on the use of DIBELS: 

“I think people don’t appreciate the DIBELS that we have.  I don’t think they 

know enough about it to appreciate the information that they’re truly getting.  For 

a lot of people, it’s just another test.  Um, for the new teachers that have come in, 

as team leader, I’ve really tried to impress and help them to understand the 

information that we are getting.  Um, as a first grade team I think we understand 

it, but some of us still don’t appreciate it; at least some of the older generations. 

Although all of the teachers indicated receiving training either as a grade level team or as 

an individual from their Reading Coach, most reported those trainings consisted of how 

to use or implement various intervention/instructional ideas in relation to the DIBELS 

data.  Few teachers indicated any participation or formal training in how to use DIBELS 

data to inform instruction – at least to a level of independence without assistance from the 

Reading Coach.  Most of the teachers reported receiving some amount of training on how 

to interpret the colors of the PMRN graphs to identify students at-risk for reading 

difficulties and for determining what students should receive additional instructional 

services (e.g., use of specific curricula or participation in pull-out programs).  Regardless, 

it was difficult to determine whether the continued dependence on Reading Coaches to 

use DIBELS for instructional decision-making was a function of a lack of sufficient 

training, or a direct result of teacher’s reluctance to embrace such activities in light of the 
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competing responsibilities described above with assessments and the pressures over 

student performance. 

 Some of the teachers, however, reported an interest in further training.  These 

same teachers had also voiced positive uses of the DIBELS assessments.  Teachers who 

perceived little value in the use of DIBELS declined to participate in any further training.  

Of the teachers who indicated an interest in more training on the use of DIBELS data, 

two of them indicated a specific interest in using DIBELS for more frequent progress 

monitoring among their students.  Those teachers who indicated an interest in more 

training stated they were interested in not only how to administer the DIBELS, but to 

learn more about its development as a test and how to use it more effectively to guide 

instruction.  An example of the kind of information that teachers find valuable was 

provided by one teacher who indicated learning about the high correlation between the 

DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency subtest and the FCAT. 

 Knowledge of DIBELS.  Teacher’s knowledge of the DIBELS was a primary 

focus of the teacher interview.  Identifying what teachers know about the DIBELS was 

expected to provide information to help understand how teachers perceive and utilize the 

DIBELS.  All teachers indicated knowledge of the frequency of DIBELS testing as a 

benchmark assessment – three times a year.  This frequency just recently changed at the 

time of the interviews from four times a year during the prior school year to three times a 

year.  All teachers reported knowledge of the use of the DIBELS as a required assessment 

through the Reading First grant. 
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 As interview questions explored more specific knowledge about DIBELS, 

substantial variation of responses was found.  Such topics explored included the timing of 

students, the perceived correspondence with other assessment in use, knowledge of 

specific subtests and what they measure, and knowledge of DIBELS as a progress 

monitoring tool. 

Timing students.  Half of the teachers who were interviewed voiced concerns over 

the timed aspect of DIBELS.  Of these seven teachers, five were kindergarten teachers.  

Kindergarten teachers in particular were most vocal about this concern.  Some of these 

teachers felt the timing of students was unnecessary and/or inappropriate.  A 

representative view of timing students in kindergarten was stated in the following way: 

Well, one of the things I find, um, difficult from the children’s standpoint is that 

they’re timed at this early age.  Especially at the beginning when they don’t even 

know what letters are; I mean for the most part.  And uh, you know, to put a test 

like that in front of a child seems intimidating to me.  And so I don’t like that very 

much; I don’t like the timed aspect.  I mean, and that’s what it is, it’s a timed 

thing.  I feel like it’s a little bit pushy. 

These seven teachers who voiced concerns about timing students perceived the DIBELS 

test as a kind of “speed test.”  Further, some of these seven teachers perceived less 

reliability or validity of the DIBELS because it involved a timing aspect.  And yet, the 

other seven teachers indicated a perceived higher reliability in DIBELS because it was a 

measure of student’s fluency of a particular reading skill – often discussed in the context 
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of comparing it with Running Record assessments (for first grade teachers) which were 

described by these other teachers as a measure of reading accuracy only.   

 The perceived value of DIBELS as a “speed test” among the seven teachers who 

voiced concerns about timing students was also seemingly impacted by these teachers’ 

concerns that reading fast was not the goal of reading; rather it was to understand what 

they are reading.  A first grade teacher stated it in this way which was characteristic of 

the other teachers sharing this view:  

Running Records, um…I don’t time them, but if they are reading at a nice talkable 

speech, then I think that’s fluency.  And I encourage them when they stop and 

have to sound out, that’s exactly what I want them to.  They don’t have to read 

like an eighth grader or a tenth grader. We talk about how we read as we speak 

and I talk about the wind and the waves going back and forth, and that’s when 

not-to-talk-like-this (imitating a robot voice). 

The teachers who identified concerns about timing students highlighted their concern 

about perceived importance being placed on how fast kids read rather than their level of 

comprehension.  These teachers stated a preference for students reading slow but 

understanding what they read over reading fast and not understanding what they read.  

Or, as one teacher said, “I’d rather have a slow reader comprehend like that (snaps finger) 

after talking to them which is what I as his teacher could do, versus DIBELS which 

is…so you read 23 words and the criteria is 40 words; uh, you have no oral reading 

fluency.  He does have oral reading fluency; he’s just a slower systematic reader.” 
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Some teachers who voiced concern over timing students perceived students 

feeling anxious and nervous about being timed.  And yet, when asked if any students 

have ever voiced such concerns directly, none of the teachers could recall a specific 

instance of students voicing concern about being timed.  But teachers themselves 

perceived pressure and stress over the timed aspects of DIBELS to warrant a view that 

students must themselves have similar feelings.  For example: 

(Researcher): Have any of your students ever brought up any concerns about not 

knowing someone or feeling inhibited to perform or talk?   

(TCH:) They.... No, they haven’t brought any concerns up, but I know…just as a 

teacher, when they go to…I know they’re…even just bringing them into another 

classroom they’re like (models child behavior by making stiff posture with body 

and avoids eye contact).  They just change…  They just change; they’re quiet, 

they’re…you know…I mean I could have a behavior problem over there and bring 

them over here and their behaviors change just ‘cause he really don’t know [the 

other teacher], or who ever else…you know, they don’t know so they’re a little bit 

more withdrawn than when they are with their own teacher. 

Additionally, concerning student’s reactions to being tested with the DIBELS, all 

teachers perceived the potential for unreliable data if a student is unfamiliar with the 

person who is conducting the assessment.  Though this concern was evident in all teacher 

responses, some indicated a greater concern than others.  Some teachers reported this as a 

concern primarily in the first cycle of assessment; after which students were reported to 

adjust and there was then less concern about this topic.  But other teachers maintained 
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that even with knowing or being familiar with the person conducting the assessment, they 

perceived students were likely to not respond as well as if they were performing for their 

classroom teacher.  It was noteworthy that the teachers most concerned about students 

being tested by persons other than the teacher were kindergarten teachers who reported 

low value for the DIBELS.  It is difficult to determine if teachers’ perceived low value 

for the DIBELS led them to perceive anxiousness in the students or if their perception of 

student anxiety contributes to their low value for DIBELS. 

Some teachers reported procedures used at their school to help students 

understand the expectations for participating in DIBELS assessments.  Generally, a 

person, such as a Reading Coach, would visit the classroom, either a day or two in 

advance, or on the same day of testing to talk to the students about the process and to 

describe what they would be asked to do.  Some teachers reported the use of stickers and 

similar rewards given to students following their testing experience.  Only one teacher 

actually reported positive value with the DIBELS being tested by someone other than 

herself as she found it reassuring to know that someone else was observing students’ 

successes or difficulties; thus potentially validating her own observations in the 

classroom.   

Teachers who did not voice any concern about timing students generally reported 

DIBELS as a valuable tool for identifying students who need help in specific areas of 

reading.  Though these seven teachers generally understood the DIBELS as a measure of 

fluency, some of these teachers also perceived less value in the DIBELS as a test more 

focused on how fast students read rather than understanding what they read (i.e., 
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comprehension).  This perception is discussed later in the context of understanding what 

DIBELS measures.  When asked about students’ reactions to being timed, some of these 

seven teachers reported it was the teacher’s responsibility to set the expectations for 

students by preparing them for assessment as well as, “making a game of it.”  For 

example, one teacher indicated she encouraged students to do their best by competing 

against their own scores.  This same teacher also had incorporated her own version of 

progress monitoring of all students in the classroom in addition to teaching her students 

to graph their scores (discussed further later).   

Correspondence with other assessments.  Aside from timing of students, teachers 

were asked to comment on their perceptions of the DIBELS as compared to the other 

assessments they were using in the classroom.  The intent of exploring this topic was to 

better understand teachers’ perceptions of how to utilize the DIBELS assessment in 

relation to other assessments to determine student needs.  Among the 14 teachers 

interviewed five of the teachers voiced preference for classroom assessments over the 

DIBELS or, in all five of these cases, perceived little value for the DIBELS because it did 

not correspond with other assessments (four of these teachers were kindergarten 

teachers). Two other teachers reported mixed views on this topic; indicating they 

generally perceived a correspondence between DIBELS and their classroom assessments, 

but they still preferred to use classroom assessments to guide instruction.  These teachers 

reported the data from these classroom assessments were more immediately available for 

use since the teacher was the one giving the assessment.  The remaining seven teachers 

all reported value in using DIBELS in conjunction with their classroom assessments.  For 
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example, one teacher had the following to say when asked about any concerns using the 

DIBELS with other assessments: 

(Int:) Ok, and do you find any difficulties or concerns with making use of the 

DIBELS information along with these other assessment options?  

(TCH): No, um, I think it all pretty much coincides because if you know that their 

reading fluency is low then their Running Record is probably not going to be 

anywhere near a 17 which is what it needs to be at the end of the school year.  

Um, if it shows that they’re, you know, in that yellow area they’re probably in the 

process of learning.  I think what you do in the ORF (oral reading fluency) 

directly correlates with what you do on the Running Record.   

One of the 4 kindergarten teachers who perceived a lack of correspondence 

between the DIBELS and her classroom assessments cited concerns over how the 

student’s demonstrate knowledge of letter names through their classroom assessments, 

but then test poorly on the Letter Naming Fluency subtest on the DIBELS.  Though 

specific to a particular DIBELS subtest, the general theme was consistent between these 4 

teachers.  It is notable that these same teachers also voiced concerns about timing 

students on the DIBELS and did not perceive DIBELS as a valuable measure of reading 

ability.  Thus, it appeared that the perception of DIBELS as a “speed test” was associated 

these teachers’ perceptions about the utility of DIBELS in relation to their classroom 

assessments.   

When teachers were asked if the DIBELS provided any information that their 

current classroom assessments did not, some teachers – even some who found 
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correspondence between DIBELS and the district assessment – reported a low value for 

DIBELS citing no new information available through the use of DIBELS aside from what 

their classroom assessment provided.  However, some teachers who valued using 

DIBELS with their classroom assessments perceived relative benefits in using DIBELS 

over their classroom assessments.  These teachers were first grade teachers and 

commented on DIBELS in relation to the use of Running Record assessments; they 

generally reported the DIBELS to be more useful for analyzing a student’s errors in order 

to determine instructional ideas.  These teachers also cited how the use of Running 

Records “just let’s you know if the student can read.”  

 All teachers reported that they preferred the DIBELS over other assessments in 

being more time efficient to complete a class of students.  Different schools indicated 

different procedures for collecting the DIBELS, but two main approaches were identified.  

One was to schedule classes to visit the media center where the students would be 

occupied with an activity while students were assessed by one of several testers.  The 

other procedure was having each of the DIBELS testers select classrooms/grades to pull 

students from one-by-one to a nearby area to complete the assessment.  Regardless of the 

approach used at a particular school, all teachers indicated the amount of time needed to 

complete a class was around 20-40 minutes.  The DIBELS was further valued over 

classroom assessments in this context because teachers were not the ones testing the 

students and could instead focus their time on instructing their class.  Kindergarten 

teachers reported that it could take as much as three weeks to complete their whole class 

using the district assessment – during which time they found difficulty in trying to 
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provide instruction and collect assessment data simultaneously.  First grade teachers 

reported similar views in the use of Running Records. 

 On the topic of DIBELS knowledge, five of the teachers interviewed expressed 

concerns about the use of the Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) subtest which was an 

unanticipated topic by the researcher.  Two of these teachers had perceived positive 

impacts on the use of DIBELS at their school, and yet all 5 of these teachers viewed the 

NWF as highly confusing for students, incompatible with the strategies they are teaching 

in the classroom, and less valued because it asks students to read “silly” words, as one 

teacher called it. 

  Among these five teachers, the NWF subtest was seen as very confusing for 

students because they were taught specific strategies in the classroom about how to 

identify a word if they don’t already identify it by sight memory.  The general strategy 

reported among these teachers was to encourage the student to look at the word, sound 

out the first part or all parts known, and if the word doesn’t sound right, then think of 

words they know already that would fit or make sense.  Additionally, some teachers 

reported they encouraged students to use picture clues and context to identify words they 

do not know or cannot read.  Given this, these teachers believed it confuses a student to 

learn a particular set of strategies for deciphering an unknown word and then have to 

“throw out what they have learned” in order to perform on the NWF subtest.  A couple of 

teachers were so passionate about their concern over the use of the NWF subtest that they 

wanted district leaders to throw the whole NWF measure out because, “We don’t teach 

nonsense words in kindergarten!”   
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 Two of the remaining nine teachers had no comment either way about the use of 

the NWF subtest.  However, the remaining seven teachers identified the NWF subtest as 

a measure of student’s decoding ability – not their sight word reading ability.  Regarding 

the teachers who perceived no value in using the NWF measure, when further 

interviewed about their knowledge of the NWF measure, some misunderstandings were 

identified about its use as a measure of decoding skills. When asked this question directly 

and why some teachers do not like this subtest, one first grade teacher who valued the 

NWF subtest stated, “I’ve heard that from the DIBELS assessors.  And yet on the PMRN 

parent letter it says that the nonsense word piece is in there so that we’re not assessing the 

reading ability but the decoding ability.”  However, one teacher who did have an 

understanding of the NWF subtests still voiced concerns regarding its use. 

Um, I’m sad for my kids when they become such a great reader and they 

forget how to read those words or it takes them so long because they want to try 

to sound it out and make it into a real word.  I think it’s a very useful tool because 

you know what these kids know.  But, um, we work a lot on nonsense words in 

here as far as our word work is concerned.  Um, we use dice and we roll them 

and talk about what a nonsense word is.  And I want them to be familiar with that 

concept which is why I do that work with them.  But as they get into higher 

Running Record, they almost try to put too much meaning into it. And I think in 

that aspect it makes it harder for these children. 

This teacher had been incorporating direct teaching of decoding skills with the use of 

nonsense words in the classroom while also generally advocating for its use.  And yet, 
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she indicated concern over how students will sometimes struggle on that particular 

subtest.  From her perspective, more specifically, she did indicate that this observation 

mostly occurred with students who were already reading above grade level standards on 

the Running Record assessments in her class.   

 The teachers who valued the use of the NWF subtest, however, reported that the 

score alone was insufficient for them to assist students in their decoding skills.  These 

teachers all generally highlighted the use of the actual protocols used to record the 

students’ performances during the assessment.  They indicated a value in being able to 

identify the patterns of errors using the student protocol to determine the appropriate 

focus of instruction.  As one teacher put it, “…it‘s the only way to really see what you’re 

actual scores show you in the end.  And so, just because they tell you they’re red, green, 

or yellow, or blue, doesn’t mean anything unless you get to see those tests along with it.” 

 Additionally, some teachers indicated high value in the use of qualitative notes 

written on the test protocols by assessors to further aid teachers in the interpretation of 

scores (e.g., notes that the student wasn’t feeling well.).  However, teachers reported high 

variability in the quality of the notes shared by DIBELS assessors on the protocols.  

Thus, at times the notes were reported to be very helpful, and at other times, not so 

helpful or simply not provided.  In this context, a couple of teachers did indicate some 

interest in receiving training on how to administer DIBELS in order to see for themselves 

directly how students respond on the DIBELS.   

In fact, many teachers, when talking about their own district or classroom 

assessments valued giving a test themselves because they valued the qualitative aspects 
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of hearing the students read for them.  And yet, when asked if they’d like to learn to give 

the DIBELS in order to maintain the same opportunity to directly view student 

responding, most declined by citing their current assessment responsibilities.  At the time 

of the present study, no information was available regarding the reliability and validity of 

the district assessments in use for kindergarten and first grade.  One must then consider, 

would it be appropriate to trade district assessments in for an assessment or set of 

assessments that are less distracting from instructional time and yet offer greater 

reliability and validity for classroom decision-making? 

 On the topic of specific subtest perceptions two teachers did voice concern over 

the use of the Phoneme Segmentation Fluency subtest.  These teachers believed it 

confused students when they are being taught to blend sounds together to make words 

and yet on the DIBELS PSF subtest, they were being asked to separate sounds from 

words.  It seemed like these teachers may not have understood the purpose of the PSF 

task – to assess an auditory skill.  Segmenting and blending skills are both important 

auditory early literacy skills for reading (National Reading Panel, 2000).  It should be 

noted that these teachers had also expressed concern over students being asked to read 

nonsense words.  Other teachers, however, voiced positive value in the use of the PSF 

subtest because it was measuring similar skills to either what was measured in the district 

assessment for kindergarten or because it helped the teacher to determine if the student 

has mastered their phonemic awareness skills. 

One teacher in kindergarten voiced a concern over the use of the Initial Sounds 

Fluency subtest.  This subtest presents a student with four pictures and the pictures are 
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labeled for the student by the assessor.  The student is then asked to identify a picture that 

begins with a specific initial sound and the latency in their response is measured.  

Specifically, this teacher cited concerns over the use of the labels given to a particular 

picture.  She indicated that many students who speak English as a second language may 

use a different word for a given picture.  It is important to mention that this teacher does 

value a measure of students’ abilities to segment the initial sounds of words, but 

specifically questions the labels used in the assessment for particular pictures.   

And it’s not that the actual procedure – but that the pictures are bad.  For 

instance there’s one, and I don’t exactly remember what it is, there’s a house and 

a road, and there’s some grass, and there’s supposed to be this thing, a yard.  

Well, you know, they might not even use yard or they might use yard. Another 

word is luggage.  Um, one of them either city or buildings and it’s like…it’s just a 

language thing.  So the child has to go what did they call [it] this time?  And I 

practice them with my children.  This time they might call this a puppy.  This time 

they might call this picture a dog.  So you’re going to have to listen to what they 

call it so that you will know how to answer.  It’s very hard to remember.  They’re 

just learning the language. 

 Regarding the Oral Reading Fluency subtest, first grade teachers offered mixed 

views on this subtest.  Again, one of the variables leading to the mixed findings seemed 

related to the issue of students being timed.  A first grade teacher who held very strong 

concerns about timing students, and whose perceptions were unique, indicated concerns 

about the criteria for first grade students at the end of the year.  She felt that it was too 
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high for them and questioned the validity of the subtest as a “speed test.”  Yet, other first 

grade teachers perceived it as a risk-indicator of being able to comprehend what they are 

reading.  One first grade teacher, as mentioned previously, had learned that a correlation 

had been found in the research between the ORF score and the FCAT.  Some teachers 

reported some concern about how to interpret a student’s high performance on the 

Running Record assessment and a low performance on the ORF subtest, while other 

teachers did not have this problem as they perceived the Running Record assessment as a 

test of accuracy and the DIBELS ORF as a test of fluency. 

 DIBELS and progress monitoring.  On the general theme of understanding 

teachers’ knowledge of the DIBELS, the issue of using DIBELS as a progress monitoring 

tool was investigated.  All teachers were asked if they used DIBELS for progress 

monitoring more frequently than the three times a year for benchmark purposes on 

students who are struggling in reading.  All teachers indicated they did not, but the 

reasons for such were varied.  For some, it was a matter of having access to materials for 

use – citing knowledge only of the materials that were available for benchmark 

assessments.  For others, it was a matter of who would collect such information as 

teachers were not trained to give the DIBELS.  For others, it was not valued to use 

DIBELS for progress monitoring as they voiced preference for using their district or 

classroom assessments/observations to track student progress.  The reasons cited by 

teachers for this particular preference seemed to converge on teachers’ comfort in 

observing their students reading directly in order to observe what they can or cannot do. 
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 However, one unique teacher who was interviewed did indicate developing her 

own version of progress monitoring materials, using a one-minute time limit, in order to 

track what students were learning between benchmark cycles.  This teacher also indicated 

teaching her first grade students how to graph their performance on small index cards 

while encouraging them to often practice and “try to beat their own score.”  Two other 

teachers reported an interest in learning how to use DIBELS for progress monitoring 

citing barriers to do so because of a lack of access to necessary materials.  When learning 

about the option to receive such materials on-line through a companion website for 

DIBELS, these teachers reported interest in learning how to administer the DIBELS for 

such use.  None of the 14 teachers indicated any knowledge of the option to download 

and print out DIBELS progress monitoring materials from the official DIBELS website 

developed through the University of Oregon.  The remaining 11 of 14 teachers, upon 

being asked if they’d be interested in learning how to administer the DIBELS for 

progress monitoring purposes, reported a feeling of being overwhelmed with the current 

level of assessment responsibilities charged under their care.  

 Using assessment data.  To this point, an understanding of the climate and culture 

of education in which teachers are working, identification of what resources exists to 

support their use and understanding of DIBELS, and an understanding of what teachers 

knew about the DIBELS has been reported.  The next theme that was identified for 

reporting was focused on how teachers are using the data, whether DIBELS or otherwise, 

to make decisions in the classroom.   
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 Of the data collected in the present study through teacher interviews, the topic of 

using data in the classroom can be discussed in terms of driving instruction in the 

classroom, identifying students who are in need of additional supports, deciding what 

additional supports to give to students who are struggling, and using data to determine 

placement into ESE programs or retention within a current grade.  Generally, the teachers 

in the present study reported meeting with their Reading Coach at least three times a year 

– corresponding with the timing of the DIBELS benchmark cycles – in order to review 

the data and identify areas for the grade level team to focus their efforts. 

 Of the teachers who reported mostly positive perceptions and value on the use of 

DIBELS, all reported a preference for using multiple sources of data to inform or guide 

their instruction.  Some of these teachers reported using DIBELS data to confirm findings 

from other assessments in the classroom.  When DIBELS data were found to be different 

from the district or classroom assessments, these teachers reported efforts to understand 

why.   

Of the teachers who voiced mostly a negative perception or value on the use of 

DIBELS, all reported a preference for using their district or classroom assessments to 

make decisions.  The reasons for de-emphasizing the use of DIBELS for informing their 

instructional decision-making were varied.  Some teachers cited delays in accessing their 

classroom DIBELS scores; by the time they received them, the class had already moved 

forward in the curriculum.  Some teachers reported no value for DIBELS to inform 

instruction citing a perceived lack of reliability and validity of the DIBELS since it was a 

“timed test” or because it included subtest measures that “do not apply” to their grade 
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level.  And finally, some of the teachers who explicitly did not use the DIBELS to guide 

instruction cited a lack of value in the information it provided beyond the information 

already obtained through their district or classroom assessments.   

 The pattern of responses with respect to valuing the use of DIBELS to make 

instructional decisions appeared to match the pattern found in which teachers valued the 

use of DIBELS as influenced by their knowledge of the DIBELS.  Thus, if a teacher 

reported limited knowledge of the test or misperceptions of the use of DIBELS, they also 

perceived little value in using it for making instructional decisions.  Teachers who voiced 

greater knowledge of the DIBELS and/or perceptions that were consistent with the true 

parameters of the test also perceived higher value in using it to guide instructional efforts.  

It’s important to note that none of the teachers who found benefit to using the DIBELS to 

guide instruction reported using the DIBELS as a single source of information.  These 

teachers all reported benefits to using the DIBELS along with their district and classroom 

assessment to identify student needs and making decisions in the classroom. 

 The teachers who reported positive value in using DIBELS to guide their 

instruction specifically reported using DIBELS for organizing their instructional groups 

and adjusting these instructional groups throughout the year.  In this context, teachers 

often discussed a differentiated instructional approach promoted through the Reading 

First grant.  More specifically, these teachers highlighted the use of reading center 

activities, developed by researchers at FCRR, during their reading block time.  These 

activities consisted of various reading activities grouped and organized by reading skill 

type and level of complexity.  Teachers could access the activity plans through either the 
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FCRR website or through a large binder available from the school’s Reading Coach.

 Teachers who did not value using DIBELS to guide instruction did not report any 

use of DIBELS data to align or even develop their instructional groups.  As one 

kindergarten teacher commented, “By the time we get our scores back, we’ve already 

determined our groups.”  These teachers described DIBELS as “just another test we have 

to give,” or unhelpful because it doesn’t reveal anything new beyond the district 

assessment data or observations made in the classroom. 

 Of the 14 teachers who were interviewed in the present study, eight of them 

explicitly identified using DIBELS at least to identify which students should have access 

to either Title 1 personnel/services and/or access to supplemental curriculum programs.  

Of these eight teachers, some of them relied on DIBELS to determine specific skills that 

a student needed help with and then assigned the student to work on those skills either 

with an assistant in the classroom or through a supplemental program.  The other teachers 

did not indicate using the DIBELS data to identify specific skills on which to focus, but 

rather generally used the risk indicators of the DIBELS PMRN reports to select which 

students would access extra supports. The teachers who did use the DIBELS data in this 

fashion expressed concerns about how to interpret the data and a feeling of just trying to 

give the student access to everything they could give to them in hopes that something 

would work.  The following programs were reported by teachers as being used for 

students who are identified as in need of extra help using the DIBELS data: Great Leaps, 

SRA Open Court, Head Sprout, teacher developed reading activities (cited by teachers 



159 
 

who used DIBELS data to identify specific skills to focus a student on), and Reading 

First activities (i.e., reading center activities binder). 

 Five kindergarten teachers reported specific use of DIBELS data – in some cases 

along with district assessments and classroom assessments – to make decision about 

whether a student would be retained, promoted to next grade level, and/or referred for 

psychoeducational evaluation to determine eligibility for special education.  None of the 

first grade teachers reported any use of DIBLES at their school for making retention 

decisions or referring students for evaluation.  One first grade teacher indicated only 

district assessment data were used at her school for deciding retention of students.  Many 

teachers across both grade levels reported an expectation among student services staff 

(e.g., school psychologist, social worker, etc.) that DIBELS data be used for determining 

how students are progressing in response to interventions being provided to them in the 

classroom. 

 Within the theme of using data, teachers shared their views on the use of the 

Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network (PMRN) – a web-based program developed 

and maintained by the Florida Center for Reading Research which provides educators 

with graphs and reports for analyzing their DIBELS data.  All teachers reported 

knowledge of this technology and indicated using the reports generated from it.  

However, the level of use found among teachers was substantially variable.  All of the 

teachers reported using two specific reports the most: The “parent letter” and the Class 

Status Report (discussed later).   
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The parent letter is a report provided by the PMRN which involves a standard text 

template for communicating to parents what their student’s score on the DIBELS was on 

the most recent cycle and how to interpret the results.  It also provided parents brief ideas 

for how to support their child’s learning to read at home.  All teachers reported high 

value for the use of this specific report because it was easy and efficient in 

communicating to parents what the DIBELS scores mean.  Some teachers, in order to 

make the report even more useful for parents, highlighted specific areas of the report to 

direct parent’s attention to key information. 

 Few teachers indicated accessing the PMRN directly themselves in order to 

evaluate their class data.  And among the few teachers who did access the PMRN 

independently, they reported accessing the PMRN mainly after each DIBELS assessment 

cycle.  Most teachers indicated no need to access the PMRN because the reports they use 

from it are already provided to them by the Reading Coach (e.g., Class Status Report).  

And of the ones that expressed comfort and availability to print out their own reports, 

none of them chose to because they did not have access to color printers.   

Because the PMRN reports utilize a color coding system of red, yellow, green, 

and blue to assist educators in scanning their data for analysis, the lack of access to color 

printing was found to be a barrier to teachers accessing the PMRN themselves.  Of the 

few teachers who access the PMRN themselves, they indicated only knowing how to use 

the colors and scores to identify students in need of additional help.  All teachers 

reported, regardless of their comfort level for using DIBELS or the PMRN, they would 

not be able to utilize the data as they do without the guidance and support of the Reading 
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Coach.  All teachers expressed concern about the possibility of losing their Reading 

Coach when the grant expires, citing concerns about the impact it would have on their 

school.   

 Of the teachers who communicated a use of PMRN reports other than the parent 

letter, all indicated a high use of the Class Status Report.  This report provided the scores 

for each of their students on the subtests given for a particular assessment cycle.  Each 

student’s subtest scores were color coded as described above and their overall 

performance profile across the subtests is reported as the “recommended level of 

instruction” (i.e., intensive, strategic, or initial).  This report offered the option of 

organizing the data either by student name alphabetically, by instructional level needed, 

or by a specific subtest reported for that assessment cycle.  

 Some described a “box-and-whiskers” format (either a Student Grade Summary 

Report or a Class Grade Summary Report) that had been used in the past through the 

Reading Coach.  All but one of those teachers that reported this type of format reported 

confusion about its style of data display and indicated little use for it.  One teacher 

reported learning just recently from the Reading Coach on how to interpret that type of 

graphic display and further reported learning to focus on getting the boxes smaller and 

above the expectation line for a particular cycle as the goal.  No other reports were 

mentioned by teachers. 

Comparison of Teachers and Experts on the use of PMRN reports – Case Study Review 

 To answer the second research question, all teachers and two DIBELS experts 

were asked to review a case study.  Experts were asked to review both a kindergarten and 
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first grade case study.  Teachers were asked to review the case study appropriate for the 

grade level they teach.  Results between teachers and experts were then examined for 

similarities and differences in the use of the DIBELS data presented through the PMRN 

reports used.  Across all participants, teachers and experts, the common three themes that 

emerged in response to the questions asked through the case study review were: (1) using 

PMRN reports, (2) additional information needed, and (3) general comments about using 

DIBELS (experts only).  Following the reporting of the findings for the first two of these 

themes a summary of additional comments offered by experts on the use of DIBELS data 

is presented. 

 Expert review of kindergarten case study.   When presented with the three types 

of reports being used for the kindergarten case study, the experts utilized the cumulative 

report to evaluate the student’s progress of skills and to evaluate the student’s level of 

vocabulary.  They reported the case study student was demonstrating a deficit in 

phonemic awareness skills as identified through the performance on the Initial Sounds 

Fluency subtest.  Experts also indicated that because the case study reflected end of year 

performance, the data was useful for first grade teachers at the start of next year for 

incoming students prior to the first cycle of data collection for the next year.  Using the 

Student Grade Summary Report, the experts demonstrated analysis of the student’s 

performance in relation to the class and in relation to the expectation for that given 

assessment cycle.   

Experts in the present study used the reports to identify student strengths and 

weaknesses.  Across all reports, but specifically using the Class Status Report, experts 
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reported that the student had demonstrated proficiency in Letter Naming Fluency, 

required intensive help with phonemic awareness skills, and had demonstrated some 

knowledge of letter-sound correspondence.  However, regarding letter-sound 

correspondence skills, both experts reported in interest in reviewing the student’s 

protocols to identify patterns of errors on the NWF subtest.  Further, both experts made 

general recommendations about providing the student with substantial interventions that 

are highly focused and narrow on the development of phonemic awareness skills.    

 Both experts reported a need or desire for additional information to better 

determine the student’s needs or to better develop targeted interventions.  Specifically, 

experts were interested in why the student was behind the peers in phonemic awareness 

skills.  Was the student already receiving special education services?  Was English a 

second language for this student?  And if so, was he or she receiving ESOL support?  

Additionally, they asked how the student was behaving on the day of testing; is there any 

evidence that this information should be questioned for reliability?  They also wanted to 

know what services or interventions have been attempted so far and how responsive the 

student was to those interventions.  Finally, they asked if there available background 

information on the student?  For example, did the student attend pre-school?  Was the 

student born in the United States?   

Regarding the cumulative report, experts wanted to know how the student went 

from 0 to 24 sounds on the NWF subtest.  They asked if the student was receiving 

interventions specifically on letter-sound correspondence. They also questioned the 

reliability of the previous assessment cycle which reported the student had a score of zero 
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on the NWF measure.  Finally, regarding the primary concern identified for this student, 

the experts wanted to know what phonological skills this student does have.  They asked 

about what the student can do already?  The experts reported the data on this student only 

indicates a concern about his/her ability to engage in phonological awareness tasks, but 

does not actually pinpoint were to focus interventions more specifically. 

 Kindergarten teachers review of kindergarten case study.  When kindergarten 

teachers were asked to review the same case study, all seven teachers reported familiarity 

with the Class Status Report.  Three of the seven teachers reported awareness of the 

Student Grade Summary Report.  And only one kindergarten teacher recognized the 

cumulative report.  All kindergarten teachers used the Class Status Report to identify 

student strengths and/or weaknesses.  Responses by teachers were varied in most 

instances.  However, all reported that the student had mastered his letter names.  Some 

reported the student was “having trouble with sounds” based on the NWF score.  Yet, 

others reported the student could perform well on the NWF, but that he/she “doesn’t 

know sounds” when referring to the PSF subtest.  One teacher stated, “he knows his sight 

words” even though the ORF subtest was not provided to this student.  A few 

kindergarten teachers highlighted the student’s need for help with beginning sounds and 

letter-sound relationships; similar to expert opinion.  All kindergarten teachers provided 

suggestions to assist the student.  Most of these were general statements of assigning a 

classroom assistant to work with the student one-on-one or in a small group.  Two 

teachers indicated they would have referred this student for psychoeducational evaluation 

in consideration for special education placement. 
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 Only four of the seven kindergarten teachers asked for additional information.  

Two of them wanted to know if the student’s native language was English or if the 

student was receiving ESOL services.  All four of the teachers wanted to know if the 

student was currently receiving special education services for either language or speech 

disabilities.  One teacher asked for observations of the student during testing (e.g., any 

distractions?).  One teacher asked if the student has had any history of short-term or long-

term memory difficulties, or other “processing deficits.” And one teacher wanted to 

eliminate questions about cognitive skills by knowing the students IQ before assuming 

what needed to occur to support this student’s learning needs.   

 Expert review of first grade case study.  When provided with the first grade case 

study, as with the kindergarten case study, the PMRN reports were used to identify 

student strengths and needs.  And as similar as with the kindergarten case study, the 

experts highlighted the information contained in the cumulative report to determine the 

student’s progress through the year and examined the student’s performance on 

vocabulary (PPVT) and comprehension (SAT-10).  Specific to this case, the experts 

identified the student’s primary area of need to be phonics, or letter-sound 

correspondence skills.  Next, they targeted oral reading fluency as a need for intervention.  

The experts identified phonological awareness skills as a relative strength for the student.  

Based on the comparison of the SAT-10 and Peabody vocabulary results, and the 

student’s ORF score, the experts hypothesized the student was compensating somewhat 

for comprehension despite having low vocabulary and low oral reading fluency skills.  

The experts viewed the case as requiring an individual focus as the Student Grade 
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Summary Report indicated the rest of the class was performing above the expected 

benchmarks on the NWF score.  Finally, the experts highlighted the importance of 

looking at more than just the colors of the reports, but also the numbers in order to 

determine just how far ahead or below a student’s performance was from the benchmark 

goal. 

 The experts wanted additional information as with the kindergarten case in order 

to determine what the student was already able to do before and to learn what 

interventions or services have been attempted to date.  Specifically, regarding the 

students skills in phonics, the experts wanted to know what letter sounds the student did 

know.  They wanted to view the student’s NWF protocol to identify patterns of errors and 

blending skills.  They wanted to explore more formally if the student’s primary area of 

difficulty was a problem with decoding or a problem just with oral reading fluency as 

they indicated the student’s NWF was just below the expectation for the assessment 

cycle.  Experts advocated the student should be monitored more frequently for progress 

using DIBELS probes available from the official website for DIBELS from the 

University of Oregon.  In this context, experts reported several resources were available 

on the FCRR website to assist teachers on the use of ongoing progress monitoring. 

 First grade teachers review of first grade case study.  All first grade teachers 

recognized the Class Status Report and indicated using that report often.  All reported 

knowledge of how to interpret the color coding system used in the reports.  Reports were 

used by the teachers – the Class Status Repot in particular – to identify student strengths 

and weaknesses.  Only one of the seven teachers valued using the Student Grade 
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Summary report and demonstrated an understanding of how to use it.  However, she 

reported that the box and whiskers format was mostly used to examine her whole class 

rather than a specific student in relation to the class.  The report she was referring to was 

likely the Class Summary Report.  All of the other six teachers reported no value in using 

the Student Grade Summary Report citing it was too confusing visually for interpretation.  

A few of these teachers recognized the cumulative report with some of them finding 

value in its use.  One teacher in particular used that report first to look at the student’s 

progress over the year; similar to how experts prioritized use of the same report in their 

examination of the data.   

 All of the first grade teachers used the reports to identify student strengths and 

weaknesses.  Greater consistency was observed among first grade teachers’ interpretation 

of the data as compared to kindergarten teachers.  All of them identified the student’s 

need in the area of phonics and reading fluency.  They identified the student’s strength to 

be in phonemic awareness.  Most teachers described various activities to teach the student 

phonics, oral reading fluency, and sight word vocabulary.  Some of these teachers 

indicated a preference for using alternative reports not included in the case study review 

in order to evaluate student progress: Class Historical Report and the Class 

Recommended Level of Instruction Report.   

 Regarding additional information needed or requested, five of the seven first 

grade teachers commented.  Specifically, three first grade teachers wanted to view the 

student’s NWF protocol to observe error patterns.  Three of the first grade teachers 

wanted to know if the student was already receiving special education services.  And if 
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so, was the student suffering from any disabilities that would impact their learning of 

phonics (i.e., ADHD, language impairments, etc.).  Some wanted to know about the 

observations of the student during testing (e.g., any distractions?).  Was this student 

learning English as a second language?  Was he/she receiving ESOL services?  Some 

wanted to view the student’s error patterns on the Oral Reading Fluency subtest protocol.  

Finally, as observed with expert opinions, some of these teachers wanted to know what 

interventions had been attempted so far and what background information was available 

on this student. 

 Expert opinions on the use of DIBELS data at Reading First schools.  Following 

the review of both case studies, each expert was asked to comment on particular 

comments made by them through the course of the case review in order to understand 

their perspective on what teachers should or should not be expected to do when using 

DIBELS data.  From their view, DIBELS data did not tell one how to fix a problem; only 

that there was a problem and the area of reading development where the problem likely 

exists (e.g., phonics, or oral fluency).  That is, because DIBELS was just a snapshot; a 

single moment in the student’s life, it was not expected that the benchmark data be 

completely useful for instructional planning.  However, the experts indicated that where a 

student is identified as having some difficulties in reading, it was important to examine 

that student’s skills further; either through more formal diagnostic testing, or in response 

to interventions provided.  Thus, it was the opinion of the experts that any student who 

was having difficulties as measured by the DIBELS, and there was confidence that the 
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data was reliable, ongoing progress monitoring should occur at a frequency appropriate 

for the level of need.   

The experts reported that if the student’s recommended level of instruction was 

identified in the reports as “intensive” then the student should likely be monitored weekly 

to bi-weekly to monitor the effectiveness of interventions being provided to the student.  

They reported that if the student’s recommended level of instruction was identified as 

“strategic” then the progress monitoring should be occurring bi-weekly to monthly.  It 

was the opinion of the experts that ongoing progress monitoring was more appropriate for 

instructional planning and decision making. Regarding ongoing progress monitoring, the 

experts were asked to comment on the number of samples needed for use as compared to 

benchmark assessment (i.e., ORF on benchmark assessments requires the use of three 

reading probes).  These experts indicated that only one probe was needed per session for 

use when engaging in progress monitoring.   

Experts also indicated that when analyzing the data through PMRN reports, it was 

important to determine if a student’s area of difficulty was isolated to just that student, or 

reflective of a larger number of students in the class or even the same grade level.  This 

view was consistent with reports by teachers who meet with their Reading Coach as a 

grade level team to examine the DIBELS data across the grade level and classroom 

levels.  They advocated educators to make hypotheses about why patterns of need exist 

and to then establish plans to improve outcomes; much like what some teachers reported 

was occurring when their grade level team meets with the Reading Coach.   



170 
 

In this same context, the experts advocated for educators to use DIBELS through 

a multiple data-source approach; using the data with existing data from other assessment 

to make instructional decisions.  The experts also indicated high value in teacher’s 

knowledge about a student’s background for use when interpreting DIBELS information.  

However, these experts also expressed concerns regarding teachers’ ability to make use 

of multiple sources of data, especially when these sources do not correspond initially; 

citing most teacher training programs do not adequately prepare teachers for how to 

analyze such data.  Using DIBELS data only to make instructional decisions was 

cautioned against even though DIBELS was highly useful for making some broad 

conclusions about how to support a grade level, class, or student. 

It was this concern about teacher’s need for support to engage in more formal data 

analysis and instructional planning that the experts indicated awareness within their 

organization that much variability existed among schools in the ability to use data to 

guide instruction (not just with the DIBELS).  They both reported that the Reading Coach 

was an invaluable source of support for schools and teachers to not only provide support 

on the interpretation of data, but also to help with using the data to make instructional 

decisions and to also provide ongoing professional development support for teachers.  In 

relation to ongoing progress monitoring, the experts stated such activities were not 

happening nearly as much as they would have liked to see, but it was hoped, through 

ongoing support by their organization and from the schools’ Reading Coaches that 

educators would be more prepared and influenced to engage in ongoing progress 

monitoring.   
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Attitudes and Perceptions Among Persons Other than Teachers 

 The third research question was investigated through focus groups involving (1) 

Reading Coaches, and (2) “specialists.” Specialists in the present study involved a mix of 

student services personnel from the areas of school psychology, academic diagnostics, 

and ESOL.  These specialists worked as itinerant staff members who were assigned as 

many as two to perhaps five different schools, with the exception of the ESOL teacher 

who was assigned to only one school.  Their view of DIBELS was expected to provide a 

relative comparative view not only among different Reading First schools, but also 

between Reading First schools and non-Reading First schools.   

Inclusion of this research question not only allowed for an examination of non-

teacher perspectives on the use of DIBELS, but is also provided a way of examining the 

validity and reliability of teacher perceptions through a triangulation using multiple 

sources method (Miles & Huberman, 2002; Patton, 2002).  Results of both focus groups 

were organized in the same manner as that used with teacher interviews for two reasons. 

First, it provides a consistent organizational framework. Second, the focus groups 

occurred after all teacher interviews had been completed; thus the focus groups were 

more effectively used for comparing non-teacher perspectives with those of teacher 

perspectives.   

 Climate and culture of schools.  Reading Coaches and specialists both reported a 

belief that teachers were very overwhelmed in the district.  Reading Coaches perceived 

teachers as not having enough time to complete their assessment responsibilities and 

having too much paperwork to complete.  Reading Coaches perceived teachers viewing 
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the DIBELS as just one more thing imposed upon them.  Reading Coaches perceived 

teachers having limited value for the DIBELS because it was one more thing they had to 

do which interfered with their instructional time.   

Specialists characterized the climate as being very punitive for teachers which led 

to pressures to “teach to the test” in order to avoid negative professional judgments by 

their school administrators.  Reading Coaches did not perceive a punitive environment, 

but cited barriers in the consistent use of DIBELS among teachers occurring from the 

requirement among teachers to engage in and collect data on students that has little 

instructional relevance.  This perspective was evident among some kindergarten teachers 

who cited specifically the district’s entrance assessment as being lengthy and having little 

utility for instructional planning.  

Specialists shared their comparative perspectives among Reading First schools 

and non-Reading First schools.  Specifically, they indicated that the number of referrals 

for psychoeducational evaluation for consideration of special education eligibility was 

much lower at Reading First schools than at non-Reading First schools and have dropped 

in number at Reading First schools due to the implementation of the grant.  Specialists 

also reported that teachers at non-Reading First schools were more likely to use DIBELS 

data to refer a student for special education consideration even when other assessment 

data suggested the student was performing at grade level.   

Academic diagnosticians who participated in the focus group for specialists 

reported on patterns of student performance between those referred for evaluation from 

Reading First schools and non-Reading First schools as strikingly different.  They 
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reported students at Reading First schools were not demonstrating as much difficulty in 

phonemic awareness and phonics skills as those referred at non-Reading First schools 

based on the nationally norm-referenced standard achievement tests they usually 

administer for students referred for psychoeducational evaluations.  They attributed this 

observation to the increased amount of explicit and direct teaching of phonemic 

awareness and phonics skills at Reading First schools. 

Both Reading Coaches and specialists emphasized the importance of school 

leadership setting the right climate and culture for using DIBELS data effectively.  

Reading Coaches in particular, being assigned to only one school, full-time, had the most 

to say about this topic.  They stated a high value for data analysis was likely to exist, 

school-wide if the administrators for that school valued such data analysis and utilization 

along with holding staff accountable for using the information generated from such 

analyses.  Reading Coaches reported the issue of why some leaders may not demonstrate 

explicit support for DIBELS had probably less to do with their perceived value as much 

as it was the competing demands of other responsibilities placed on them by the school 

district.  That is, Reading Coaches perceived some principals were not able to 

demonstrate as much open and explicit support for the use of DIBELS (e.g., attend data 

analysis meetings with grade level teams) because they were burdened with much 

responsibility in other areas of school operation. 

It was the opinion of Reading Coaches that in many cases, to help support school 

leaders in the use of DIBELS data, it was necessary to take the data to the principal and 

communicate often with them.  Reading Coaches saw their role as important for this set 
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of efforts and felt an obligation to demonstrate, consistently, the utility of the DIBELS 

data.  Further, they perceived some principals may not have to review the data often, but 

entrust a few to do that and provide input to staff.  Overall though, Reading Coaches 

articulated a need for a school culture that generally embraced the use and analysis of 

data to make instructional and curricular changes.  They insisted that teachers and 

administrators alike, many times, need to be led to using the data. 

Supports/Resources available to support use of DIBELS.  As observed 

consistently through teacher interviews, specialists identified the Reading Coach as the 

single most important variable supporting teacher’s effective and efficient use of 

DIBELS data.  Specialists cited Reading Coaches as having the responsibility for 

providing training on the use of DIBELS assessment team each year and in some cases 

before each benchmark cycle to ensure standardization procedures are known and 

followed for administering DIBELS.   

A unique perspective found among specialists was that they perceived the 

Reading Coach should have had greater involvement and a stronger role in the 

coordination and development of interventions for students who were having difficulties 

in reading.  Specifically, specialists cited the availability of a binder of student center 

reading activities provided by the Florida Center for Reading Research, but indicated a 

perception that teachers have very little time to utilize such a resource effectively enough.  

They suggested the Reading Coach could help with this by being familiar with the 

activities and offering recommendations to teachers when they meet with them to go over 

their grade level DIBELS data. 
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When asked to comment on their job description, Reading Coaches cited what 

amounted to a long list of responsibilities.  These included the provision of technical 

support (e.g., data collection, analysis, and utilization) at the grade, classroom, and 

individual levels, modeling lessons involving research-based interventions or strategies, 

ensuring fidelity and integrity of instructional approaches or programs being 

implemented in a grade level or classroom, support for teachers who have ongoing 

questions about assessments or instruction, on-site training on the use of DIBELS, 

demonstration of the utility and value of DIBELS data, and coordinate data collection 

efforts.  Regarding the demonstration of the utility and value of DIBELS data, Reading 

Coaches reported a variety of methods used to meet this job responsibility.  Specifically, 

they cited meeting with teachers individually or in grade level teams.  They engaged 

school leaders and leadership staff through meetings about the data.  They help develop 

action plans to address student growth and improving outcomes. And they also cited use 

of the students’ actual data protocols with staff in order to assist staff efforts to interpret 

the data.   

Regarding the coordination of DIBELS data collection efforts, Reading Coaches 

confirmed the benchmark assessments as occurring three times a year. They also reported 

on efforts to engage teachers in ongoing progress monitoring activities.  Reading Coaches 

reported teachers were generally starring to see the value of progress monitoring.  

Reading Coaches voiced uncertainty about how well teachers would embrace further 

progress monitoring efforts without support and encouragement to do so.  When asked 

about their perceptions of why teachers may be reluctant to engage in more frequent 
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progress monitoring, Reading Coaches suggested it may be due to fear of results and/or 

due to the limited time available among all the other assessment responsibilities they 

have.   

Reading Coaches cited efforts to increase teachers’ value of and use of DIBELS.  

They reported one approach involved working with the teacher to understand a student’s 

background or conditions of the testing situation in an attempt to understand why a 

student did not perform as expected and to develop interventions to support the student.  

Reading Coaches indicated that they believed teachers found value in data analyses when 

they saw a direct link to making plans for improving performance of students that 

involved others so that the teacher was not alone to carry out all aspects of the 

intervention.  Reading Coaches also reported that it was beneficial to hold individual 

conferences with teachers and grade level teams to help them interpret the data and 

determine action plans in response to the data collected on students.   

 Specialists also voiced their perceptions on what they felt helped to increase 

teacher value of using DIBELS data. They indicated teachers were more likely to 

perceive value in using DIBELS if they perceived they had the time to do so. They also 

believed teachers were more likely to access the PMRN if the teachers had consistent 

access to color printers.  Specialists reported that teachers appreciated the use of graphs 

and preferred to interpret the DIBELS data through graphical representation.  However, 

because of the overwhelming amount of testing that was taking place in the schools, 

Specialists felt teachers appeared less motivated to engage in such analyses.  Overall 

though, Specialists perceived teachers value and use of DIBELS to have increased with 
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each successive school-year; an perception that was also stated by some of the teacher 

who participated in the present study.   

 Specialists described several approaches that they found to be helpful in leading 

teachers to more acceptance and increased value for using DIBELS.  One such strategy 

was to follow up with teachers after each assessment cycle to share the results quickly 

and explain any qualitative observations of the student that were written on the protocols.  

Another approach that was described was to sit with the teacher and review the protocols 

on students who were struggling and assist them in analyzing the patterns of data.  

Finally, one approach that had been observed to be successful among the Specialists in 

helping teachers to value the use of DIBELS involved going to the classroom before 

assessment cycles to give students advanced understanding of what they would be asked 

to do and to give directions for how to participate in the assessment process.  This last 

approach was consistent with reports by teachers on the value of having DIBELS 

assessors visit the class to ensure the results obtained were valid and reliable.   

 Teachers’ knowledge of DIBELS.  Reading Coaches and specialists were asked to 

share their opinions on teachers’ understanding of DIBELS.  Specialists reported, similar 

to reports by teachers, that schools have evolved in their acceptance and use of DIBELS 

over time.  Specialists and Reading Coaches confirmed previous teacher reports 

regarding teachers’ concerns about students being tested by people other than the 

classroom teacher and about being timed on the DIBELS.  Reading Coaches reported 

believing that teachers perceive the DIBELS as another high-stakes test that students 

need to pass.  Both focus groups reported teachers were concerned about students being 
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timed and that teachers saw less validity in the use of DIBELS because of its timed 

aspect. 

 Regarding students being tested by persons other than the classroom teacher, 

Reading Coaches and specialists also indicated a concern about students being unfamiliar 

with the person who was testing them.  Several procedures were shared that were used at 

schools to ensure students were demonstrating their true abilities during the DIBELS 

assessment.  Reading Coaches reported spending time in the classrooms – especially 

kindergarten classrooms – prior to testing cycles in order to help students become 

familiar with who will be testing them and/or help them understand what they would be 

asked to do.  Additionally, Reading Coaches spent time trying to help kindergarten and 

first grade teachers understand that the first cycle was not a reflection of their teaching as 

much as it was a measurement of the students’ incoming knowledge and ability to follow 

directions.  Reading Coaches reported teachers seemed to feel pressured that they would 

be held accountable for the first DIBELS cycle despite the Reading Coaches’ attempts to 

alleviate such concerns.   

 Regarding student reactions to being testing, Reading Coaches and specialists 

reported very little concern beyond making sure students were familiar with who was 

testing them.  Aside from that, no major concerns were reported by the focus groups 

about students being timed on the DIBELS.  Rather, both groups reported students often 

appeared very comfortable and willing to engage in the task because they were used to 

the assessment.  For example, specialists reported students in all grade levels often 

indicated they’ve seen the NWF “SIM and LUT page” by automatically reading “SIM” 
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and “LUT” before the instructions were given.  That is, specialists and Reading Coaches 

did not report, as did some teachers, that students had any anxiety or concerns about 

being asked to read nonsense words.   

Reading Coaches and specialists reported their perceptions of teacher’s use of the 

NWF subtest and their efforts to support teacher understanding about the NWF subtest.  

First, both groups reported that they thought teachers perceived the NWF subtest as 

confusing because teachers believed students were getting confused when trying to make 

real words out of the nonsense words as they’ve been taught to do with unknown words.  

However, both Reading Coaches and specialists reported students had little concern 

participating in the NWF subtest.  They indicated that after they students got used to it, 

they no longer tried to read them as real sight words.  Specialists emphasized the 

importance of the Reading Coach to help teachers and staff to understand the importance 

and usefulness of the NWF measure.   

Reading Coaches reported trying to educate teachers about the NWF subtest being 

a measure of decoding skills rather than sight word reading.  And though Reading 

Coaches understood what teachers were trying to express, Reading Coaches reported 

observing a more systemic pattern among students on the NWF subtest.  Specifically, 

Reading Coaches reported seeing large numbers of first grade students decreasing in their 

NWF performance during the second DIBELS assessment cycle.  According to Reading 

Coaches this finding was related to students being taught long vowel sounds at that time 

of the year – observations of students over-generalizing a new skill.  Thus, when 

observing the errors among first grade students on the NWF subtest, large numbers of the 
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students were using long vowel sounds. Reading Coaches reported this phenomenon 

often had disappeared by the end of the year during the last DIBELS assessment cycle. 

Both Reading Coaches and specialists agreed that teacher access to the scoring 

protocols was an invaluable method for identifying students instructional needs related to 

emerging phonics skills.  Specialists and Reading Coaches advocated for DIBELS testers 

to take detailed notes about the students they’ve tested or some kind of indicator to 

remind them to go back to the teacher and share the information beyond the score.  Both 

groups reported high value in the use of the student protocols to help make the data more 

valuable for teachers and to assist data analysis beyond the color coding system. 

At non-Reading First schools, specialists reported observing teachers refusing to 

use the results of the NWF subtest because they believed teachers disagreed with using 

nonsense words to teach reading.  Specialists further reported that it appeared teachers at 

non-Reading First schools had less understanding of the value and utility of the DIBELS.  

And aside from the use of nonsense words, Reading Coaches and specialists reported a 

unique concern in that the directions provided to students on the NWF measure offer the 

student the choice of either reading the nonsense words sound-by-sound, or as whole 

words.  Some students reportedly will sound out the word sound-by-sound and then read 

the whole word; thus losing time and negatively impacting their final result.  Both groups 

questioned whether such patterns are truly the emerging characteristics of the student’s 

performance or if they merely demonstrated what was modeled for them in the practice 

trials. 
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Both Reading Coaches and specialists shared ideas on how they’ve attempted to 

help support teacher understanding of the DIBELS and increase value and utility for 

DIBELS.  Both groups reported that sharing the research on the development and 

characteristics of the DIBELS would be, and in some cases had been, valuable for 

helping teachers to see the utility of DIBELS.  Specialists believed it would offer teachers 

greater context and a “big picture” understanding for why the DIBELS was so widely 

encouraged for use.  Specialists also indicated that school administrators need to know 

the research on DIBELS as well.  Specialists believed that even though an awareness of 

the research would not help them know how best to interpret the assessment results, it 

would at least help them appreciate its use as a reading assessment.   

Reading Coaches added another approach to helping teachers use DIBELS by 

working with them in the classroom to set up various center activities and model 

instructional approaches (e.g., Word Work).  They also reported helping the teachers to 

use student assessment data to assign students to specific center activities.  They reported 

working with teachers to analyze the NWF fluency data and other DIBELS subtests to 

help teachers find the patterns in the data.   

Collecting and using assessment data.  In general, Reading Coaches indicated that 

they thought teachers felt more comfortable and trusting of the DIBLES data when the 

same person collected the data each cycle for their class.  Specialists identified different 

data collection procedures at different schools.  The choice of which procedure was used 

at a given school appeared to be have been adopted by the influence of what seemed 

possible at that time for the school (e.g., staff available, schedules, structural arrangement 
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of the building, etc.).  Regardless of which procedure was used, specialists reported that 

the efficiency in the process of collecting DIBELS data had steadily improved year to 

year.  Both groups reported the same two types of procedures for collecting data school-

wide as reported by teachers. 

 Given their unique position in the school district, specialists described unique 

views on assessing special populations with the DIBELS (e.g., ESOL, special education, 

etc.).  They reported that it was helpful if the same person who worked with the student 

or students continued to be the person who assessed them in the future – or at least made 

sure the students were very familiar with the assessor.  They perceived students who had 

special needs or circumstances would show a truer or reliable performance with someone 

they knew and had worked with.  Specialists reported it was helpful to have a system in 

place that communicated specific student circumstances or characteristics that would 

need to be considered before working with such students regardless of who collected the 

information.  And additionally, specialists reported value in sharing results with teachers 

immediately after testing; including observations and qualitative notes. 

 The perceptions of Reading Coaches on the teachers’ use of DIBELS data were 

more extensive.  Overall, Reading Coaches agreed that teachers’ acceptance of DIBELS 

had evolved over time with each successive year of implementation.  In the beginning, 

according to this group, teachers accepted DIBELS data that validated their expectations 

of a student and did not value DIBELS data for students who did not perform well on it.  

Reading Coaches reported it took approximately 2-3 years for teachers to see the value of 

DIBELS and they observed some teachers found the DIBELS more reliable because 
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someone else conducted the assessment which was similar to that reported by one of the 

teachers interviewed.  At the time of the focus group, Reading Coaches reported teachers 

were just starting to show an interest in learning how to administer the DIBELS in order 

to see for themselves how students perform and respond to the assessment. 

 Reading Coaches reported that they believed teachers were so inundated with data 

that they were unsure about how to use all of it together.  They suggested that much 

variability existed in teachers being willing to take the next step in data analysis and data 

utilization; an observation that was consistent with the DIBELS experts who were 

interviewed in this study.  Reading Coaches advocated more support and training be 

given to teachers on how to use multiple sources of data to make decisions about a 

student’s needs.  They reported that many teachers were still having difficulty seeing the 

correlation between fluency and comprehension; not to mention how to interpret the 

DIBELS scores.   

Reading Coaches indicated some teachers were putting too much emphasis on the 

DIBELS at the expense of ignoring other measures/assessments.  This observation was in 

contrast to teacher reports about feeling the primary focus on the DIBELS emerging from 

administrators and student services personnel.  Specialists shared similar statements for 

teachers having access to more training about the DIBELS.  They believed that teachers 

showed a preference for Running Record assessments in first grade.  They thought 

teachers did not have enough information about the DIBELS to appreciate its use as a 

reading assessment.  They also reported a belief that teachers needed more assistance on 
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how to use DIBELS data to organize their instructional groups and to modify these 

student groups through the year based on the data. 

 Reading Coaches shared their views on the use of PMRN reports by teachers and 

administrators.  Overall, this group reported believing that teachers needed continued 

help and training on how to use the PMRN reports.  It was the perceptions of Reading 

Coaches that KG and 1st grade teachers often appeared more proficient at using the 

reports.  This group indicated some teachers were simply more proactive in using them 

and is more independent at accessing their own reports online.   

Reading Coaches thought the increasing proficiency and use of PMRN reports 

was related to the evolving acceptance and understanding of DIBELS among teachers as 

a whole.  However, they reported the skills involved in data analysis were less tangible; 

much like the observations reported by DIBELS experts on this topic.  Reading Coaches 

advocated for more teacher supports to teach staff how to analyze data at a level of 

independence.  In summary of the PMRN reports, Reading Coaches stated that they 

believed teachers would embrace using these reports if they saw the value in them.  

Reading Coaches expressed concern about what supports would exist for teachers on how 

to find value in the reports when the grant expired.   

 Specialists offered additional recommendations on how to support teachers in 

their development of data analysis skills.  They suggested teachers needed to put more 

emphasis on student growth rather than focusing solely on student level or color of 

performance.  Specialists argued educators needed to be watching the student’s trend 

rather than a single performance on one assessment cycle.  Reading Coaches also stated a 
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need to focus on student trend and growth rather than a single snapshot in time.  Thus, 

specialists and Reading Coaches saw a need for teachers and schools as a whole to 

engage in more ongoing progress monitoring and attend training on how to utilize 

multiple sources of data.  These observations and recommendations were consistent with 

those offered by the DIBELS experts who participated in the study. 

 Regarding ongoing progress monitoring, specialists reported that they believed 

teachers were starting to engage in some progress monitoring, but that teachers were 

having problems with how to do it for a variety of reasons.  Specialists described teachers 

as having limited time available to engage in progress monitoring.  Specialists perceived 

teachers weren’t getting out of it as much as when someone else had done it and brought 

the information and observation notes to the teacher.  Specialists also cited the lack of 

available space to conduct the ongoing assessments without distraction or interruptions.  

They also indicated a lack of personnel to assist the teacher in covering classrooms while 

they engaged in progress monitoring activities. Overall though, specialists perceived 

teachers at Reading First schools seemed more ready to understand the role of progress 

monitoring than teaches at non-Reading First schools. 

 A final area of discussion regarding teacher use of DIBELS data involved 

cautions and advice from specialists and Reading Coaches, respectively.  Specialists, 

when asked to comment on their perspectives on teachers’ administering the DIBELS 

themselves, gave a one-word response: “unrealistic.”  Specialists reported teachers would 

need extra personnel to watch the rest of the class or else the reliability or validity of the 

DIBELS may be compromised due to breaks in standardization or assessment error.  This 
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group cited the current state of testing for kindergarten teachers using the district 

assessment which required one-on-one testing as a barrier to having kindergarten teachers 

take responsibility for administering the DIBELS.  Teachers have already reported – and 

specialists gave similar observations – that because the district assessment in 

kindergarten took several weeks to complete they were challenged to both test and 

conduct instruction at the same time.  The specialists argued that even if kids were 

provided with independent activities, a teacher conducting assessments alone using 

DIBELS could take weeks to complete a whole class.   

However, specialists indicated some kindergarten and first grade teachers who 

have taken the initiative to conduct their own DIBELS assessments have been observed 

to not need someone to come back and interpret the data for them.  The overall concern 

or caution offered by the specialists was that a standard requirement for all teachers to 

administer the DIBELS without providing them support or at least removing some of the 

current assessment responsibilities was unrealistic; at the very least because of the large 

variability that currently existed among teachers abilities to conduct the assessment 

themselves.  The specialists suggested teachers should be allowed to volunteer rather than 

be mandated to conduct the DIBELS assessment on their own following the expiration of 

the grant. 

 Reading Coaches gave several pieces of advice and made cautionary comments 

on the current and future use of DIBELS at schools.  They reported critical decisions 

were being made on very small snapshots of student performance such as retention and 

special education consideration.  Reading Coaches reported concerns about the fidelity of 



187 
 

use among non-Reading First schools.  Reading Coaches also expressed concerns about 

teachers administering the DIBELS themselves for the same reasons as cited by 

specialists; limited time and little assistance.  On the topic of PMRN reports, Reading 

Coaches advised the PMRN should generate graphs that reflect the correlation between 

students’ oral reading fluency and later performance on 3rd grade FCAT to influence 

teachers’ use of DIBELS. 

 In summarizing these concerns and advice for current and future use of DIBELS 

among kindergarten and first grade teachers, Reading Coaches emphasized their role’s 

importance to make sure new teachers have the support they need to learn how to use the 

DIBELS effectively.  They cited the need to support teachers who are at different levels 

of understanding and proficiency in the use of DIBELS.  Reading Coaches were 

concerned about who would provide guidance and direction for coordinating data 

collection and analysis activities when their role was discontinued.  They reported that 

currently at their schools there was no one available or capable to adopt these 

responsibilities – “it’s a full time job,” as one Reading Coach added. 

 If teachers were asked to take over the responsibility to administer the DIBELS, 

Reading Coaches stated teachers would need more planning time, other assessment 

requirements be taken away and/or additional personnel to help with covering classrooms 

during assessment cycles.  Reading Coaches argued the district needed to prioritize the 

assessments they are demanding teachers to use.   
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Analysis of Hypotheses/Researcher Expectations 

 At the start of this study, the researcher provided several hypotheses about what 

would be expected to be occurring in the field prior to conducting the present study.  

These hypotheses were provided for guiding investigative efforts and adding credibility 

to the study, as well as to guide efforts to minimize any potentially negative influence of 

the researcher’s biases.  The hypotheses included the following: 

1. There exists substantial variability among teachers’ perceived value of DIBELS in 

assisting their students’ learning needs.   

2. There exists a relatively high level of variability in the perceptions of non-teacher 

participants involved in the implementation of procedures for using DIBELS at 

the school-building level. 

3. Given the various other assessment tools used at the classroom level and the 

overlapping schedules of providing those other assessments (e.g., FCAT, county-

wide assessments, Lexile assessments, Running Record assessments, etc.) within 

a school district, teachers perceptions of using DIBELS are negatively impacted.  

4. Teachers understand what DIBELS is and what it measures, but are discouraged 

or unsure about how to best utilize the data obtained.   

5. Given the multiple competing demands and seemingly fast paced nature of school 

activities, teachers are not accessing their class/student reports on the PMRN, but 

rather are provided such reports, if any, from the school’s Reading Coach or 

school-based DIBELS team.   
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6. A low level of direct involvement and use of PMRN reports serves as a barrier for 

utilizing the data effectively or efficiently. 

Having provided the results of the study in relation to the stated research 

questions posed from the start, the above hypotheses were analyzed.  Evidence was found 

for confirming the first hypothesis through teacher interviews.  However, variability was 

found not only across teachers but within each teacher participant.  It was not possible to 

simply classify each teacher as merely being in favor for or against the use of DIBELS 

overall.  In fact, all teachers voiced various reasons for positively valuing the DIBELS, 

and concerns for its use.   

Hypothesis number two cannot be confirmed given the results that were obtained 

through Reading Coach and specialist focus groups.  Review of transcripts from those 

focus groups actually found very little, if any, variability in the perceptions of teachers 

use and value on the DIBELS.   

Results from teacher interviews would suggest that hypothesis number three is 

credible.  Several teachers spoke of the pressures and lack of time related to the numerous 

assessments that were conducted in their schools or classrooms.  In particular, 

kindergarten teachers reported that their district assessments took as much as three weeks 

to complete a whole class.  Some evidence existed that teachers were not necessarily 

against the use of DIBELS, but rather, because of the various other assessment demands 

and responsibilities imposed by the school district, they perceived the DIBELS as just 

another test they have to use.  Some teachers reported they discovered how to use 

DIBELS with other assessments while other teachers continued to struggle with how to 
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make sense of data from the DIBELS when it does not correspond with other assessments 

they use. 

 The fourth hypothesis can neither be confirmed nor disconfirmed.  Rather, it 

seemed that teachers who had a relatively strong understanding of the DIBELS valued 

the use of PMRN reports more than teachers who had less understanding of the DIBELS.  

However, it appeared all teachers were having difficulty linking the results of DIBELS 

with instructional decision making.  Moderate variability was found in the ability to use 

the DIBELS data to make decisions, but all teachers interviewed in this study indicated a 

need for more support towards this objective.  Additionally, some teachers asked for 

more support through available school staff to analyze the data for them, while others 

asked for more training to learn to analyze the data themselves. 

Some evidence existed to support the fifth hypothesis.  All teachers reported 

limitations to using the reports available to them through PMRN.  Some of those limits 

were access to color printers to make optimal use of the color code system the PMRN 

reports use for visual analysis.  Given this, teachers were reported to be highly dependent 

on the Reading Coach or other school personnel for accessing color reports.  Other limits 

involved teachers forgetting their password and/or usernames.  Some teachers indicated 

not having enough time to look through the website and make use of the information that 

was available to them.  It appeared that those teachers who had a higher value and 

understanding for the DIBELS reported accessing the PMRN more than those who 

valued the DIBELS less.  All of the teachers indicated accessing the PMRN to use the 

parent letter which was reported to be very valuable to all the teachers for communicating 
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to parents what the DIBELS measures and how parents should interpret their child’s 

scores.   

Regarding the last hypothesis stated at the start of the study, it cannot be 

confirmed or disconfirmed.  Rather, it appeared several variables existed as barriers to 

teacher’s use of DIBELS data.  Though some teachers reported having difficulty making 

the most of the PMRN/FCRR website, many of them indicated a lack of training on what 

reports were available and which ones were suitable for different types of analyses.   

Aside from the PMRN reports, it seemed evident that teachers preferred their own 

district or classroom assessments over the DIBELS because they administered them and 

it allowed them to observe the child in the testing session.  Teachers voiced positive value 

in being able to observe the student during testing in order to gain an understanding of 

what the student can do.  But most of them declined to be trained on how to give the 

DIBELS citing time and workload as barriers.  Even though teachers described the 

district assessments to be burdensome, time consuming, and/or an interruption of 

instruction (all of them indicated the DIBELS was more time efficient) many still 

preferred to give the district assessment over the DIBELS because they were the ones that 

gave it.  As was observed in statements made by Reading Coaches and specialists, it may 

not be realistic to expect teachers to take responsibility of giving the DIBELS unless 

something else is removed from their responsibility regarding assessments. 

Analysis of Unanticipated Topics 

 Several topics emerged throughout this study which were unanticipated by the 

researcher.  The first concerns the use of the NWF subtest.  It was surprising that even 
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among teachers who reported high value for the DIBELS had also reported concerns with 

using the NWF subtests.  Teachers reported that students were confused about how to 

perform on this test because they were attempting to apply strategies they were taught in 

the classroom for identifying unknown words.  Some of these strategies involved using 

picture clues or context clues.  It was also reported that students were generally taught 

strategies to sound out unknown words and think of words they knew that were similar 

and/or made meaningful sense.   

It was interesting that Reading Coaches, though they did not share the same 

heightened concern for the NWF subtest, indicated a larger pattern among first grade 

students when they were being taught long vowel sounds in the classroom and then try to 

apply long vowel sounds during the NWF subtest.  The Reading Coaches indicated this 

appears to be most evident during the second DIBELS cycle in the first grade, but then 

was less of a concern by the end of the year.  

 Another unanticipated concern was teachers’ perceptions of the DIBELS as a 

“timed test.”  Only a few of the teachers characterized the DIBELS as a fluency measure 

and were able to compare and contrast it with other assessments as a difference between 

measuring accuracy and fluency.  But most teachers perceived the timing of students 

either unnecessary at the least, or developmentally inappropriate at the extreme.  Some 

teachers expressed great concern about students being anxious or stressed because of 

being timed on the test.  And yet, no teacher could recall a specific instance where a 

student voiced fear or concern about being tested in the DIBELS.   
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Reading Coaches and specialists did not report any instance of students feeling 

anxious or intimidated by being tested with DIBELS.  However they did report that for 

the first cycle in kindergarten, students were not familiar with it – and teachers were 

advised that the results for kindergarten students on the first cycle was not a measure of 

their classroom as much as it was a measure of what students skills were upon entering 

school and how well they could follow directions.  By the second cycle, there was no 

concern reported by Reading Coaches and specialists on the testing of students with 

DIBELS.  When asked why teachers perceived the timing aspects of the DIBELS 

negatively, Reading Coaches and specialists suggested teachers often perceived the 

DIBELS as a high stakes test that students were supposed to pass.   

Teacher use of the parent letter was unanticipated.  All teachers reported using it 

and valued it as a tool for communicating with parents about their child’s reading skills.  

Some teachers reported modifying the reports to highlight the sections most relevant for 

parents.  Others reported value in the recommendations it provided parents to support 

their child at home.  And others reported value with respect to the parent letter for how it 

described what the DIBELS are and what they measure. 

It was anticipated that teachers who had been teaching at a Reading First school 

for at least two years of implementation would have had sufficient training on how to not 

only understand what DIBELS measures, but also how to interpret the scores.  Though 

some teachers, as reflected through the case studies, interpreted the data in similar ways 

as the DIBELS experts, some teachers demonstrated a continued need for support.  

Mostly, it was reported that teachers were still very highly dependent on their Reading 
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Coaches for understanding what the DIBELS can offer them and how to use the data it 

provided.  Many of the specialists reported concerns for the future use of DIBELS when 

Reading Coaches become unavailable following the expiration of the grant.  A few 

teachers indicated they would likely be okay with interpreting and using the data without 

their Reading Coach but did not see how the school would be able to support the data 

collection efforts without the Reading Coach. 

A final unanticipated result observed concerned the presence of unreliable 

DIBELS data.  Reading Coaches and specialists both indicated a need to review 

standardization procedures among their data collection team to maintain a reliable 

collection of the data.  Only one teacher of those interviewed indicated retesting students 

as an option when measurement error was suspected.  DIBELS scores are more stable 

indicators of performance when repeated assessments are given (Kaminski & Good, 

1998).  The benchmark assessments serve conceptually as screenings for identifying 

students who may be at-risk for reading difficulties.  When a student was identified as 

having difficulty and that identification was found to be in contrast with what was known 

about the student either by observation or other assessments, there did not appear to be 

any process in place at the schools sampled for checking the accuracy of data for that 

particular student.                                                                                

Related to this issue was the use of DIBELS as a progress monitoring tool.  

DIBELS experts interviewed in the present study confirmed that very little progress 

monitoring was occurring, not only with DIBELS, but with other data sources in the 

schools.  And yet, the DIBELS experts reported that progress monitoring data was most 
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useful for making instructional decisions for students rather than the benchmark data 

which only represents performance at one point in time.  This perspective was consistent 

with the concerns voiced by Reading Coaches regarding high stakes decisions such as 

retention and/or access to special education based on DIBELS benchmark data.  

Importantly, Reading Coaches, DIBELS experts, and specialists reported that progress 

monitoring with DIBELS was only just being introduced to teachers.  Thus, it was not 

surprising that little progress monitoring was occurring.  However, these non-teaching 

professionals expressed concerns about the appropriateness and/or possibility of asking 

teachers to conduct their own progress monitoring assessments with DIBELS when they 

were already engaged in a high level of assessments in their classrooms. 

Analysis of Qualitative Research Process – Researcher’s Reflections 

 General introduction.  This next section provides the reader an account of the 

researcher’s reflections through the course of the study as a means to offer an audit trail 

regarding the changing dynamics of the research process as experienced by the 

researcher.  To provide a fluid reflection of the research process, this next section was 

written in the first person and written in chronological order.  It is expected that the 

following will further provide the reader with a rich and thick description of the research 

study towards an evaluation of the credibility and integrity of the data and its 

interpretation (Patton, 2002). 

Research proposal and preparation for conducting the study.  The research 

proposal was presented in May of 2006.  Several recommendations were provided by the 

doctoral committee to revise specific aspects of the study and its methodologies.  These 
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revisions were completed by the end of the summer of 2006 with the exception of one 

recommendation which involved the development of more knowledge on qualitative 

research methodology.  To meet this need, several months were used to further review the 

research literature on qualitative methodologies.  Additionally, the field instruments that 

were developed for the study (e.g., guided interviews, focus group guides) were shared 

with researchers at the Louis De La Parte Florida Mental Health Institute (FMHI) who 

were recommended for their expertise in qualitative research design.   

During the months of January and February of 2007, I consulted with research 

experts at FMHI to develop sufficient knowledge of qualitative methods and to ensure 

that my instruments were appropriate for use.  Having received feedback from these 

expert researchers, I revised my instruments as needed and kept notes of all advice given 

for later consideration.  One particular recommendation provided by these experts was in 

regards to the focus groups.  They suggested that I enlist the help of someone trained in 

facilitating focus groups to provide greater credibility.  Specific names were obtained for 

contact to solicit their support in addition to recommendations to contact the department 

of anthropology for possible help.  I was unable to find anyone willing to help without 

requiring a modest fee for their service.  Given the financial limits of the study, I was 

unable to hire anyone to facilitate the focus groups.   

I shared this experience with a couple of doctoral committee members and I was 

advised that there was no expectation that I must have someone else conduct the focus 

groups, though it would be allowed if I could find someone.  Having no success in 

finding someone with sufficient experience at an affordable cost, I prepared to conduct 
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the focus groups myself and enlist the help of graduate students who had experience in 

helping to facilitate as a scribe – to assist in keeping notes through the focus group 

meeting.  Graduate students were identified with help from committee members and 

enlisted to participate at a later time when the focus groups were scheduled. 

Accessing the research site and participants.  Having received approval from the 

doctoral committee and while soliciting consultation advice from additional research 

experts, I engaged in the process of gaining approval from both the University IRB and 

the school district’s own research and accountability office.  Though my original plans 

for accessing the schools and participants were approved by the University IRB, they 

were not acceptable to the school district’s research office.  I was advised by the school 

district personnel that I would have to modify the procedures for selecting participants as 

I would not be permitted to contact teachers directly; though I could send invitations or 

similar documentation announcing the opportunity for participation. Further, I was 

advised by participating school district personnel that I would have to submit any 

documents for approval by the school building principal for authorization before 

obtaining consent from any teaching staff. 

All of the above required changes to my proposal regarding procedures for 

recruiting participants and accessing sites.  However, it also required adjustments to the 

manner in which I sought to purposefully include variability based on school 

performance as measured by schools’ Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) score – a score 

determined by performances on the FCAT.  This information was presented to my 
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committee and I was permitted to revise my procedures for recruiting participants.  The 

specific procedures were listed in the methods section of the present document.   

Originally I had intended to randomly sample teachers from specific schools that 

would have been selected based on outcome scores on FCAT (i.e., AYP percentages).  

However, because of the constraints imposed by the school district, I was required to 

send invitations/announcements to all Reading First schools’ principals for their approval 

and then ask them to forward the remaining materials to kindergarten and first grade 

teachers, their Reading Coach, and their DIBELS data collection team.   

In addition, the school district required me to have a district sponsor for 

conducting the study.  I was able to obtain support from one of the school district’s 

supervisors of the Reading First program.  Having shared with her the scope, purpose and 

intent of the project I then shared with her the constraints regarding participant 

recruitment.  Given the large size of the school district and the number of schools that 

were potentially eligible for inclusion in the study, we decided it might be helpful, prior 

to mailing the invitation packets to all schools, that she contact principals at those schools 

first to demonstrate the school district’s support for the study and secondly to announce 

in advance the materials that would be forthcoming.  I found this assistance very helpful 

as I was concerned initially about principals receiving, unexpectedly, a large envelope of 

materials to review when their time was of course very valuable.  It was also helpful 

because the list of potentially inclusive Reading First schools totaled 54 elementary 

schools.  Thus, it was helpful to have a means of communicating in advance with so 

many schools at once to quickly and efficiently communicate approval and existence for 
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the study.  I gave each school two weeks to review and consider the proposed study 

before following up with phone calls or emails to the school’s principal.  

At this point in time, FCAT testing was occurring and continued during most of 

March.  I had anticipated minimal response in light of this context.  Following the two-

week window for review of the proposal, I emailed all principals along with providing a 

carbon copy to my district sponsor asking if they had received the materials and if they 

had an opportunity to consider the requests for staff participation.  Very few principals 

responded, and of those that did, a few of them indicated they would not be able to 

participate, citing concerns with the timing of the year (i.e., nearing the end of the school 

year).  Some principals did send an email response indicating they had passed along the 

materials to the specific persons identified in the cover letter – most of them chose to pass 

the information along to the Reading Coach to manage. 

While waiting for potential participants to contact me, I organized my materials 

and prepared for data collection.  I obtained a digital audio recorder and immediately 

began to see the benefit of such a device as the audio files could be uploaded unto my 

personal computer for ease and storage of the data. I also printed enough copies of 

consent forms, organized them along with copies of interview field notes, and a personal 

journal for use to record personal reflections of the study.  During data collection efforts, 

I soon found the audio recorder to be more efficient and effective for recording my 

reflections and hunches.  By recording my thoughts on the audio recorder, I was able to 

go back to them as needed and listen for emerging ideas and questions about the study. 
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Approximately one month passed before receiving the first emails and phone calls 

from teachers who had an interest to participate.  As each teacher contacted me to 

participate, I made arrangements immediately to meet them at their school on a day and 

time of their choice.  Data collection of teacher interviews occurred between the second 

week of April and the third week of May.  During this same time, a few Reading Coaches 

and specialists contacted me with an interest in participating in the focus groups.  Only 

one principal had contacted me by email to indicate an interest in participating in the 

focus group for principals.   

Several Reading Coaches asked to participate and no concerns were noted in 

recruiting their participation.  However, attempts to find a time and place convenient to 

all of them proved to be especially challenging.  Given this, I contacted my district 

sponsor for assistance in finding a solution.  She indicated a Reading Coaches meeting 

was scheduled for later in the month of May and that I could discuss with the potential 

participants their interest to participate prior to their staff meeting.  This proved to be 

very effective as it already determined the place where the focus group would be held and 

all were willing to participate prior to their staff meeting.  The Reading Coaches focus 

group was held on May 14, 2007. 

Recruiting DIBELS experts also proved to be a relatively easy process.  I 

contacted a representative of the state agency that provides training and technical 

assistance to schools on the use of DIBELS and presented the scope, purpose, and 

intentions of the study.  I gave this person my contact information along with a request 

for help to identify and recruit two persons to serve as DIBELS experts.  I was then 
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contacted by email within a week by two individuals.  Interviews with both of these 

individuals were held via telephone, respectively, and recorded using the audio recorder 

for later transcription.  Because the interviews with the experts were held approximately 

mid-way into teacher interviews, and though not explicitly planned from the start of the 

study, I did find it fortuitous to talk with each expert following the interviews about the 

information I had obtained thus far from teachers and found the experts very gracious 

with their time in sharing their thoughts about the findings thus far.  These additional 

comments and views are listed in the results section as general expert opinions on the use 

of DIBELS. 

Towards the last month of school for the district (May) I received many more 

requests to participate from teachers.  However at that time, I was still concerned about 

the show of interest among specialists and principals for participation in focus groups.  

By the first week of May, I had received interest from five potential specialists – four of 

which were all from the same school who were willing to host the focus group at their 

school.  To ensure a sufficient number of participants as well as a balance of different 

perspectives from different schools, I contacted several school psychologists and 

academic diagnosticians to solicit their participation in the specialist’s focus group.  Of 

those that contacted me with an interest in participating, a few had met the criteria of 

being involved in a school’s DIBELS data collection efforts for at least two years.  

Following this round of recruiting, I had at that time, a pool of 12 participants for the 

specialists’ focus group.  However, when attempts were made to find a place, date and 

time that would be convenient to all, five had to decline participation as they could not 
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travel away from their school campus and one had to decline due to personal events.  The 

focus group for specialists was held on May 17, 2007. 

By the first week of May, I had not received any requests to participate from 

principals, except for the one early in April, despite several emails.  I had considered 

towards the end of April in revising procedures to try to engage principals in a one-on-

one interview at a time and place convenient to them.  However, prior to initiating this 

adjustment to procedures, I contacted seven principals by phone to determine the viability 

of this approach.  Of the seven, three did not return my phone call, and the other four 

declined to participate, citing time constraints.  As a result of this experience, further 

attempts to involve principals were suspended.  Attempts to include them through the 

data analysis procedures (e.g., Member Checks) are described below.  Site entry into the 

schools was made available though support from the district sponsor.  However, her role 

in the district was parallel to principals and therefore likely did not offer any opportunity 

to ensure principal participation.   

Data collection and data analysis.  Going into the data collection process, I 

reminded myself of my own background experiences in using the DIBELS and my 

training as a school psychologist.  Indeed, both of these sets of experiences had led me to 

highly value the DIBELS as a tool for helping to improve the reading outcomes of 

students and assist teachers in making instructional decisions.  I also reviewed my 

hypotheses of what I expected to find occurring in the field.  Because of my high value 

for the use of DIBELS, I wanted to make sure that I did not engage teachers in a debate 
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about how they should value it or limit myself to only hearing what I wanted to hear.  

This of course required much self-discipline and openness to other views.   

So, in preparation for such openness, I reflected that although I perceived 

DIBELS is a useful tool, it was teacher’s perceptions that were most important for 

understanding since they provide the instruction to students.  I felt that I needed to have 

an appreciation for what teachers go through to best prepare myself to listen openly to 

their perceptions.  So, I talked with a couple family members who are themselves 

teachers and talked openly about their experiences working as teachers and the struggles 

they encounter trying to meet their students’ instructional needs.  They expressed to me 

the pressures they feel in their jobs and the negativity that is sometimes presented in the 

public media about the quality of schools.  They shared with me their concerns about how 

the schools are changing and how it makes them feel less valued as professionals.  And of 

most interest was how they indicated to me knowing what to do to help students, but 

often feeling constrained to do so because decisions for how the school system should 

operate were made by those outside of the classrooms. 

I valued these conversations I had with my family members because it helped me 

to avoid perceiving teachers as the source of blame for why they may not be using 

DIBELS or valuing DIBELS.  Instead I was able to walk into each interview with a 

perspective that every teacher cares about their students and each teacher works very hard 

to meet their students’ needs.  These talks also served to emphasize a need to pay 

particular attention to how the systemic variables either supported or hindered teachers in 

their use of DIBELS.  I walked into each interview assuming that every teacher values 
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data.  I also was able to appreciate all the pressures they are under for student academic 

outcomes and imagine how it might make me feel to be under such pressure.  I found 

myself more capable to see how competing demands and/or conflicting educational 

policies and practices could interfere with a teacher’s selection of what tools they chose 

to use in the classroom.  Further, to make sure that I maintained an openness and empathy 

for what teachers are experiencing in their profession, I wrote down these insights I 

gained and kept them in my possession throughout the whole study to remind me of my 

need to be open to other possible reasons for what may be happening in the field. 

To further guard against the possibility of any possible bias on my part, I started 

each interview with a brief, but openly honest expression of the purpose of the study.  All 

participants were aware of my employment in the school district as a school psychologist 

and were further made aware of my value for the DIBELS as an assessment tool.  

However, I also shared with each participant or group that although I had a favorable 

outlook on the DIBELS, I was not a teacher and therefore wanted to understand teachers’ 

perceptions by speaking with them directly.  I encouraged them all to be as honest as they 

could to share their own views, especially if they did not value the DIBELS, or any 

aspect of it.  I believe that by having been open about my biases and role I was able to 

maintain openness to what teachers wanted me to know from their perspective. 

Further, in accordance with my understanding of qualitative methods, and advice 

received from research experts on qualitative methods, I had planned a priori to maintain 

a consistent search for alternative views or themes, as well as divergent patterns and rival 

explanations (Patton, 2002).  I had assumed going into the study that it would be possible 
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to identify teachers as either having a positive or negative value for DIBELS.  However, 

as data collection proceeded, even from the first interview, it became increasingly clear 

that no one teacher could be classified on a simple dichotomous scale.  This experience 

further reinforced the need to seek out alternative views, opinions, and more specifically 

limits to one’s positive or negative view of the DIBELS.   

During all interviews and focus groups, when an individual or group shared 

positive or negative views on the use of DIBELS, explicit questions were used to test 

alternative views.  For example, if a teacher voiced positive value in the use of DIBELS 

and did not provide alternative views, then I would ask her explicitly to identify any 

concerns or negative values about the DIBELS.  This consistent approach to seeking 

alternative views both within and across participant sources proved to be very useful as it 

helped me to see how complex participant views were on the topic of DIBELS.  As 

mentioned previously, I found early on and throughout the data collection phase that 

perceptions of the DIBELS could not be classified as a simple like or dislike.  Rather, 

their values and perspectives were related to variables operating in the schools.  Some of 

these variables were anticipated and others emerged through the course of the 

interviews/focus groups. 

Following each interview/focus group, attempts were made to try to transcribe the 

audio recording.  However, due to the rapid time frame in which interviews and focus 

groups were conducted, combined with limited resources to support the transcription 

process, I found it very difficult to transcribe each interview/focus group before engaging 

in the next interview.  I had investigated the option of hiring someone to transcribe 
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interviews/focus groups for me, but as was found with trying to hire someone to conduct 

focus groups, the fee for such services was prohibitive.  So, to maintain a fresh 

perspective on the evolving aspects of the study, summaries of interviews were written 

and my reflections of them were recorded.  This way, before entering into another 

interview, I was able to review the notes from the previous interview(s) and reflections in 

order to (1) listen for possible recurring themes, (2) divergent and convergent views, and 

(3) test the limits of specific unanticipated themes.   

The use of a triangulation across sources method was planned a priori for the 

present study and discussed more specifically in the context of analyzing data later in the 

present paper.  However, no explicit plans were made about the order in which interviews 

and focus groups would be scheduled as it was anticipated that several factors beyond my 

control would influence how they would be scheduled.  It was fortuitous though that the 

focus groups occurred after the majority of teacher interviews had been completed (i.e., 

11 by the time of the Reading Coaches focus group and 13 by the time of the specialist 

focus group).  The timing of the focus groups was fortuitous because I was able to seek 

convergence and divergence on specific anticipated and unanticipated themes that arose 

during the teacher interviews.   

On some very specific unanticipated themes brought up by teachers, I had 

expected the Reading Coaches and specialists to have different views from each other.  

However, I was surprised to find very little divergence of views on all themes being 

monitored between these two focus groups.  By being able to seek non-teacher opinions 

on the use of DIBELS from two different groups of people after teacher interviews had 
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occurred, I found myself able to share specific quotes or comments provided by some 

teachers to check the validity of such statements among the focus group participants, as 

well as solicit their opinions about such statements. 

Data analysis occurred concurrently with data collection procedures.  I tracked 

anticipated and unanticipated themes by summarizing and reflecting on each interview.  

Early stages of analysis involved looking for recurring patterns of responses and 

identifying limits to the views or opinions shared by participants.  Analysis in the early 

stages of data collection also involved keeping a pulse on my own organization, 

objectivity, and reflections as I tried to document my changing views and focus through 

the course of the study.   

Throughout the study, I found it deceptively easy at times to not write something 

down or mention it into the audio recorder because many times my thoughts were so 

subtle or seemingly so benign at first that they did not register as “relevant.”  When I 

found myself failing to record such thoughts, I would immediately write down or audio 

record my thoughts.  Some of the ease in avoiding the recording of my reflections was in 

part influenced by the rapid time in which interviews were scheduled and held.  I found it 

very easy to keep track of themes from interview to interview because of the short time 

frame between each interview.  But I maintained a perspective for myself that keeping 

such thoughts recorded was just as important for data collection and analysis procedures 

at that time as it would be for later analysis when I would not be in the field and thus 

removed from the moment.   
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To prevent a loss of my evolving views of the study as much as possible, I 

maintained a summary table of all teacher interviews and my reflections throughout the 

data collection process.  This table was updated following the transcription of all teacher 

interviews.  Further, along with the use of the evolving summary table of teacher 

interviews, all participant involvement in either interviews or focus groups were 

documented into an excel spreadsheet by recording the date of contact, the date of formal 

participation, their name, school, and their research participant code. 

All interviews and focus groups were completed by the third week of May in 

2007.  Days after, schools were closed for the summer.  I spent the months between June 

and September of 2007 transcribing all data collected.  The process of transcribing 

proved to be so time consuming that I sought again to locate someone to help with the 

process.  However, again, I did not pursue this option due to cost limitations.  I 

transcribed the data in order of when it was received to maintain a perspective of the 

context and changing focus of the study as reflected in my questions to participants.  This 

was compared also with my summary of reflections recorded through the data collection 

phase.  Concurrently, as I was transcribing each set of data, I kept a running list of topics 

or themes of interest relevant to the research questions. 

At times the transcription process was so laborious that I felt removed from the 

data.  I struggled for months to stay connected with the data.  It was difficult to transcribe 

and allow my thoughts to progress towards an understanding of what the data were telling 

me.  To alleviate some of this problem, I again relied on the use of the summary table of 

findings by using it as a checklist of what I was finding as I transcribed each set of audio 
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recordings.  A constant cross comparison and check against my field notes and reflective 

entries were used to make sure that an objective and thorough use of the data was 

maintained. 

Once all of the data were transcribed, I then found myself overwhelmed with 

approximately 200 pages of information.  At this point, I was reminded by comments I 

had read from the qualitative methods research literature which emphasized the challenge 

of reducing the data to those elements that were most relevant for answering the research 

questions.  At first all of the information seemed important and relevant.  I relied upon 

the research question to assist me in keeping clear what my priorities were and were not.  

I also found myself having to recall the purpose of the study and the intentions I held in 

the beginning for how I thought the data could be used (e.g., professional development 

ideas) to assist in reducing the data. 

While maintaining a perspective of the purpose and parameters of the study, I 

further engaged in the process of developing a code system for data analysis purposes.  

By having a combined use of an ongoing collection of topics identified through the data 

collection phase, and having identified specific topics of interest prior to conducting the 

study, I was able to create a long list of topics to pursue in the development of a coding 

system.  This experience was detailed in the methods section as it related to inter-

observer reliability checks. 

While following the proposed set of procedures developed at the start of the 

study, I found problems in obtaining the necessary reliability in the earlier phases of the 

coding process.  Specifically, my research assistant and I were unable to agree, 
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independently of each other, on what constituted a particular data segment in the 

transcribed data.  Further, we found much disagreement on what a data segment should 

be coded as.  This experience led me to examine and reflect on (1) the procedures for 

developing a coding system, (2) the lack of background experience in education of my 

research assistant, (3) my own limited experience in coding qualitative data, and (4) the 

potential for personal bias influencing the problem at hand.  In all, during the course of 

many conversations with my research assistant we determined that perhaps all the above 

were likely involved.  Given this, I approached my doctoral committee with this 

information and solicited approval to amend my procedures for data analysis as it related 

to coding the data, in order to solve the lack of reliability problems being found. 

As with similar events discussed already, I returned to the research literature and 

research experts to discuss alternative approaches to working through the data.  From the 

collective information obtained through those sources, I arrived at the conclusion that 

both my research assistant and myself needed to work together to (1) help support his 

limited knowledge of educational systems, (2) profit from his experience working with 

qualitative methods, and (3) minimize the impact of my personal biases or expectations.  

More specifically, what I found was that although I took great care in trying to remain 

objective and open to the responses being given by participants and even identifying 

unanticipated themes from interview to interview, my biases were at play when I tried to 

code those data.   

As can be seen in the documented version of the code systems I developed 

(Appendix G1 to G2), I had been trying to assign unanticipated topics/themes into 
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categories that were developed a priori as reflected in the questions used in the teacher 

interview guide.  Given this experience with the relative lack of experience by my 

research assistant in the field of education and my own limited experience coding 

qualitative data, it was not surprising that we were unable to find sufficient reliability in 

our agreement checks.  To that I would say that one pattern I found that differentiated my 

research assistant and I was that I found he was more likely to define larger chunks of 

text as a data segment where I was more likely to identify smaller data segments for use.   

By working together to identify data segments for all l4 interviews and both focus 

groups, we immediately were able to reduce a large number of disagreements. From 

there, we focused on condensing the number of codes being used by prioritizing what 

was important for answering the research questions.  Thus, as can be seen between the 

third and fourth versions of the code system, some higher-order categories were collapsed 

into one because of their relatively low priority compared to other data topics.  In the end, 

we then set about independently coding samples of the data and found we were able to 

reach acceptable levels of agreement. 

On the issue of a manual cut and sort procedure for organizing the data, this too 

proved to be a challenging experience.  It was time intensive and costly, and it slowed my 

momentum in analyzing the data.  It was not until I transferred the data segments into an 

excel spreadsheet, along with their codes, and identifiers, that I was able to sort and 

organize the data in manageable ways more efficiently.  The benefit of using Excel was 

that I was able to sort the data as I needed, either by teacher, by grade level, by topic, etc.  

Having organized and spent hundreds of hours with the raw transcript data, four broad 
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areas or themes emerged with which to summarize and report the results: (1) 

climate/culture in school affecting perceptions of DIBELS, (2) Supports/Resources 

available for teachers’ use of DIBELS, (3) Teachers knowledge of DIBELS, and (4) 

Teachers’ use of DIBELS data.  This process resulted in a more evolved organization of 

the data (see appendix B3) and led to the development of preliminary results to be shared 

with stakeholders and participants. 

In preparing a document for sharing the results of the study, I developed an 

outline of findings (Hodges, personal communication, March 2008).  I confirmed the 

appropriateness of this while also highlighting my concerns about the length of the 

document.  Specifically, I was concerned that the length of the document might detract 

some stakeholders from reviewing the results and offering feedback about the accuracy of 

findings.  I received advice from members of my committee that by highlighting sections 

that specifically apply to particular groups of participants, and providing a table of 

contents, I could direct participants to the section that was a priority for their review.  

Having done this, I found 6 of the 14 teachers immediately responded back with thanks 

for being given the preliminary results for use.  In addition, all acknowledged the 

accuracy and appropriateness of statements reflecting teacher perceptions. 

To date, none of the specialists or reading coaches responded with any feedback.  

However, this was less of a concern since both groups’ perceptions and comments were 

checked for accuracy and completeness immediately following each focus group session 

through a debriefing of results obtained by myself and my research assistant.  

Specifically, a large note pad was used to document comments received through each 
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session and then used to share with the participants to confirm the information written 

was complete and accurate. 

Attempts also were made to share results with district leaders and state leaders, 

specifically those involved with Reading First.  To date, no feedback had been given nor 

any offered to discuss the findings.  Efforts to overcome this continued at the time of this 

report.  Attempts to understand the lack of interest by district and state leaders has led to 

reflections on alternative means for disseminating the findings while also considering the 

appropriate presentation for these audiences.  Perhaps the creation of a web-site with 

extended links based on the organization of the findings would provide these audiences 

with a more user-friendly approach to view the results. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – DISCUSSION 

The Reading First grant is a core program provided through the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB).  The Reading First grant was initiated to promote the use of 

evidence-based research in reading and to develop high quality instruction in reading for 

kindergarten through third grade.  The Reading First grant provided funding for three 

primary areas: (1) professional development for teachers, (2) purchase and 

implementation of reading assessments, and (3) purchase research-based curriculum and 

instructional materials for the classrooms.  More specifically, the aim of the Reading 

First grant was to (a) increase quality and consistency of instruction in K-3 classrooms; 

(b) conduct timely and valid assessments of student reading growth in order to identify 

students experiencing reading difficulties; and (c) provide high quality, intensive 

interventions to help struggling readers catch up with their peers (Torgesen, 2002).  At 

the heart of this program in Florida was the adoption of the Dynamic Indicators of Basic 

Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) as a required assessment for all schools receiving the 

Reading First grant to help fulfill the federal grant requirements of using assessments for 

screening, progress monitoring, diagnostic assessment, and outcomes evaluation. 

The DIBELS (Good & Kaminski, 2002) are a set of individually administered 

research-based, reliable and valid measures of critical early literacy skills (Kaminski, et 

al., 2008).  DIBELS are comprised of seven subtests for the measurement of critical early 

pre-reading and reading fluency skills.  In Florida, five of these subtests are used.  The 
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assessment was intended to be administered at least three times a year as a screening tool 

and as a means for frequently monitoring the progress of students who were assigned to 

receive more intensive reading instruction.  Progress monitoring is a highly critical 

component of the intervention process with respect to determining the effectiveness of 

interventions for students who are at-risk for reading failure (Coyne & Harn, 2006). 

Understanding how educators were using the DIBELS was considered to be a 

valid topic for investigation in light of the research literature on educators’ use of data 

and the direct effects it can have on student outcomes (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2002; Stecker, 

Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2005; Wesson, King, & Deno, 1984; Wesson, Skiba, Sevcik, King, & 

Deno, 1984).  At the time of this study, no studies could be found which specifically 

investigated teachers’ perceptions and use of the DIBELS within a Reading First context.  

The present study primarily sought to understand teacher perceptions and use of the 

DIBELS in order to provide a foundation for exploring teacher use of DIBELS data 

within a Reading First context.  Secondly, the present study sought to provide 

information useful for either improving current professional development initiatives for 

teachers, and/or identify salient variables for future research on teachers’ use of DIBELS 

data.  Three primary sources of research literature were used to provide a context 

regarding the discussion of the current research results: (1) data-based decision making in 

educational contexts (e.g. Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006); (2) 

Curriculum-based Measurement or CBM (e.g., Stecker, et al., 2005); and (3) system 

change literature (e.g., Curtis, Castillo, & Cohen, 2008). 
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Due to the increased accountability pressures imposed upon school districts in the 

United States as a function of the No Child Left Behind policies, schools have been 

engaging in more frequent and more complex data-based inquiry (Brunner, Fasca, 

Heinze, et al., 2005).  Prior to the initiation of this increased climate of accountability and 

pressure to increase student academic outcomes, research had been ongoing since the 

1970’s on the utility and effective implementation of Curriculum-based Measurement 

(Stecker et al., 2005).  Similar historical developments have occurred also in the literature 

concerning systems change (Curtis, et al., 2008).  All combined, these sources of 

literature have identified several variables which may impact educators’ use of data and 

are relevant for discussion the present study’s findings.  Those variables were organized 

similarly as the same four specific higher-order themes which emerged in the present 

study to provide the reader consistency in the paper’s organizational format: (1) the 

organizational climate/culture, (2) resources available for teachers’ use of data, (3) 

teacher knowledge and skills in using data, and (4) teacher perceptions of self and data. 

Discussion of Primary Results  

Context/Culture/Climate.  Context and culture are critical for understanding when 

attempting to implement large-scale programs (Boyd, 1992; Curtis, et al., 2008; Fixen, et 

al., 2005).  To begin, a body of research has indicated that administrative leadership and 

stakeholder involvement are essential for not only effecting the culture and climate of the 

school regarding the systematic use of data, but also in ensuring high quality 

implementation of a data-based decision making model (Allinder, 1996; Armstrong & 

Anthes, 2001; Bernhardt, 2000; Brunner et al., 2005; Boyd, 1992; Coburn & Talbert, 
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2006; Curtis, et al., 2008; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Fixen, et al., 2005; Hargreaves, 1997; 

Klein & Herman, 2003; Ingram, Louis, & Schroeder, 2004; Kerr et al., 2006; Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Stecker, et al., 2005; Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Yell, et al., 1992; Young, 

2006).  In fact, Hargreaves (1997) argued most school reforms fail because efforts to 

exact change involve only restructuring rather than careful consideration of helping 

stakeholders revise their attitudes, beliefs, or perceptions about an innovation being 

adopted; something for which administrator involvement is essential.  At the very least, 

stakeholders – teachers specifically – require an understanding and rationale for the 

change (Curtis, et al., 2008). 

In the present study, attempts were made to directly investigate administrator 

perceptions and roles in the use of DIBELS at Reading First schools.  However, attempts 

to recruit their participation were unsuccessful.  It was believed that the approach used to 

enter the schools was insufficient to ensure administrator participation.  Nonetheless, 

teachers were asked during interviews to comment on their perceptions of the current 

climate and leadership at their school regarding the use of DIBELS.  On the specific topic 

of leadership, all teachers indicated – some more directly than others – that leadership 

was important for their current and continued use of DIBELS.  However, there seemed to 

be some variability in teacher’s perceptions of the amount of direct involvement a 

school’s administrator had.  Some indicated more generally that their principals support 

the use of DIBELS, while others indicated the principal and his/her leadership team 

directly review the DIBELS data often.   
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According to researchers leadership is important for increasing buy-in from key 

stakeholders when working against cultural barriers that could be significant detractors to 

effective data-based decision making and exacting systems change (Curtis, et al., 2008; 

Feldman & Tung, 2001).  Though not observed directly through principal participation in 

the present study, it is plausible given this line of research that any variability among 

administrator involvement and support in the use of DIBELS may influence the 

variability observed in teacher perceptions of the value and utility of the DIBELS.  

Wayman and Stringfield (2006) summarized the importance of leadership best when they 

indicated it was the leaderships’ role to make sure that teachers “use the data rather than 

be used by data” (p. 569). 

Pressure to perform was a recurring theme in the present study.  Several teachers 

voiced concerns over the increased accountability, or assessment and instruction 

responsibilities they were experiencing.  A few of these teachers attributed these feelings 

of pressure directly to No Child Left Behind.  This perception has been documented in 

previous literature (Brunner, et al., 2005; Kerr et al., 2006) and deserves some attention 

with respect to the present results.  This climate of pressure and accountability seems to 

have existed in the perceptions of those who participated in the present study prior to the 

implementation of the DIBELS.  According to some researchers (Coburn & Talbert, 

2006), understanding the ways in which individual beliefs and practices are situated in 

and shaped by organizational context – in this case preexisting pressures of accountability 

and the districts reactions to the policy mandates responsible for the pressure – is 

important for fully understanding how teachers perceive new information or technology. 
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A consistent theme among teachers was the expectation that leadership was 

responsible for creating a positive and collaborative environment.  In particular, one 

kindergarten teacher in the present study suggested that it was the leadership’s 

responsibility to help deflect the pressures of the district and state policies or practices to 

help create a climate of collaboration and a culture of data-based decision making.  This 

single teacher view was consistent with literature on systems change which suggests 

culture and context which influence increased pressures of accountability can originate 

not only at the individual, grade, or building level, but can also originate from the district, 

state, or federal level.  This perspective seemed consistent with systems change literature 

that described the limitations and probability for failure by using a top-down approach to 

implementing systems change (Curtis, et al., 2008; Fullan, 1997). 

According to Fullen (1997), neither the top-down or bottom-up approaches to 

exacting a process for systems change have found much success.  Specifically, he 

indicated that a top-down approach often fails because schools are too complex to be 

controlled merely from the top (e.g., restructuring policies and procedures to mandate 

staff practices).  This perspective is consistent with Curtis, et al., (2008) view of schools 

as “living organizations.”  They argue that schools are social systems and living 

organizations because they reflect the attitudes, beliefs, and practices of the people within 

them.  As such, they argue no two schools are likely to be functionally the same given the 

unique characteristics of the people within each respective school.  Therefore, efforts to 

affect district policies and procedures must be focused on the level of the school building 

when implementing large scale systems change efforts.  It would seem, given this view, 
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that some flexibility is required at the district and state levels to foster a district-wide 

climate of support for schools as each tries to build upon their unique strengths and find 

growth in their areas of concern to meet the needs of their student body.  A purely top-

down approach is not likely to foster such flexible support for schools to find a process of 

implementation that works for them, specifically. 

Bottom-up approaches are not likely to be successful either according to Fullen 

(1997).  He argued such approaches often lack the necessary coordination and vision; and 

therefore can lead to chaos and disillusionment.  Planning for change is considered a 

critical first step for engaging in effective systems change (Curtis & Stollar, 1996; 

Grimes & Tilly, 1996; Hall & Hord, 2001; 2006).  Thus, a bottom-up approach will be 

limited in its capacity to bring about needed change through a process of finding a shared 

vision and involvement of key stakeholders. 

Central to both of the approaches mentioned above is the lack of recognition of 

the importance of addressing cultural barriers, identifying cultural or contextual 

resources, and/or developing opportunities for involvement by all stakeholders.  

Returning to the results of the present study, it is not surprising given the research on 

systems change that teachers expressed variability in their views concerning their 

perceptions and understanding of using DIBELS.  First, teachers were not involved 

directly at all levels with the adoption of the Reading First grant within their school.  

Second, a top-down approach to implementing the use of DIBELS likely influenced 

teacher’s initial or sustained resistance for its use.  Third, it appeared in the present study 

that teachers had few opportunities to engage in reflection about their current beliefs and 
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practices concerning reading development and instruction as it involved the use of 

DIBELS.  Even those teachers who indicated a positive perception in their current use 

and understanding of DIBELS indicated several barriers to being able to reflect on their 

data and make use of the information for instructional decision making.  Thus, it 

appeared that additional infrastructures were needed to more effectively engage in data 

analysis and utilization to support teacher’s effective use of DIBELS. 

Beyond the top-down and bottom-up approaches to systems change, Hall and 

Hord, (2001; 2006) argued for a horizontal perspective in which all participants in a 

system (i.e., district level, school building level, grade level, etc.) have the same vision 

and work together to implement that vision.  The variability that existed among teachers’ 

knowledge of the value and utility of DIBELS, was understandable given the limited 

opportunities for staff to engage in collaborative work and find a clear and shared vision.  

Where some hints of this occurred was in the context of teachers describing how their 

initial reactions to the use of DIBELS progressed from a culture of competition among 

colleagues to one of collaborative professional learning communities. 

A promising model exemplifying an implementation approach consistent with 

Hord’s (2006) horizontal perspective is the Florida Problem-Solving/Response to 

Intervention Model which was initiated at the time of the present report.  The Florida RtI 

initiative was a program evaluation aimed at identifying the critical variables that lead to 

effective implementation of a problem-solving/response to intervention model of service 

delivery (Batsche, et al., in press).  At the heart of this model is a three stage 

implementation model that focuses initially on developing building-wide consensus 



222 
 

through activities designed to increase educator knowledge and opportunity to participate 

in discussion about RtI and problem-solving.  Following the attainment of consensus 

among staff and appropriate levels of buy-in among all stakeholders in the school 

building, implementation efforts prioritized an analysis of the school’s infrastructure for 

supporting systematic data collection, data management, and data utilization among staff.  

In this stage, schools identify gaps in their current services to students and utilize data to 

prioritize service delivery needs as well as provide on ongoing analysis of quality 

improvement at the building level.  The final stage of implementation articulated in the 

Florida RtI initiative is implementation.  Overall, the Florida RtI initiative seeks to 

evaluate the conditions necessary for effective implementation of a problem-

solving/response to intervention model by utilizing best practices in systems change 

efforts as described in the research literature (e.g., Hall & Hord, 2006). 

Collaborative use of data among grade level teams of teachers was reported to 

emerge over time during the implementation of the Reading First grant.  However, at 

first, many indicated a climate of competition among colleagues and a fear of retribution; 

both of which have been identified in the research literature as barriers to effective use of 

data to make educational decisions (Armstrong & Anthes, 2001; Bernhardt, 2000).  

Moreover, there are many identified benefits of engaging teachers in a professional 

learning community (Hargreaves, 1997; Hord, 1997).  These benefits include a way to 

create a culture of change in schools, create a shared vision and purpose, build upon and 

learn from the collective creativity of other teachers, a supportive environment for 
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solving problems, and a culture of valuing the use of data to make decisions (Hord, 

1997). 

A first grade teacher at one school reported experiencing great difficulty and fear 

regarding the use of DIBELS at her school.  She described the climate and culture of her 

school as one that was highly “political.”  This description was in contrast to a different 

first grade teacher at another school who reported a collaborative working environment at 

her school.  Notably, this second teacher was more representative of the other first grade 

teachers in the study.  Further research through either a process or outcomes evaluation of 

the Reading First grant may wish to take into account the level of involvement by district 

and school administrators and staff perceptions of a culture of collaborative data-based 

decision making.  Further, future research may wish to more formally evaluate how 

involvement or lack of involvement by district administrators has contributed to teacher 

perceptions of practice. 

Another important systems influence which may have contributed to the 

variability found among teachers’ perceptions and use of the DIBELS is in regards to the 

level of complexity of the school district.  Research suggests that complex organizations 

such as school districts can influence educators’ understanding of new information or 

technology (Coburn & Talbert, 2006).  That is, given the complexity of a given system or 

organization, it is possible that individuals working in different parts of the system may 

develop contrasting sets of understandings.  An example of how the context of the school 

district’s policies and procedures were likely impacting teachers’ perceptions and use of 

the DIBELS may be found in participant reactions to the volumes of assessments that are 
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required by the school district in addition to those required by the Reading First grant.  

Specifically, the high level of assessment activity that occurred in the participating school 

district served as a barrier to teachers in the following manner: (1) limited time and 

resources to engage in data collection, analysis and utilization using the DIBELS; (2) 

limited or no opportunities to engage in progress monitoring using the DIBELS; and (3) 

influenced teachers to view the DIBELS as “just another test they have to give.” 

Implementing a large-scale program requires significant resources, time, and 

supports for those whose practices are to change (Curtis, et al., 2008).  Findings from the 

present study suggest the district’s assessment schedule may have contributed as a barrier 

to effective implementation of the Reading First grant by creating limited time for 

teachers to engage in data analysis and utilization.  One of the most frequently stated 

barriers to teachers’ participation in the DIBELS collection, analysis, and utilization in 

the present study was one of time. This was reported by teachers, Reading Coaches, and 

specialists who participated.  It may not be reasonable to expect teachers’ to change their 

attitudes, beliefs, and or participation levels needed for the adoption of new technology if 

they are not given adequate opportunities to engage in reflective thought about their 

current practices as they relate to student outcomes as well as an opportunity to find value 

in the new technology to improve their efforts to help students reach their literacy goals.  

Given the relatively independent nature of school sites as living organizations capable of 

learning and adapting while the actions of one may not necessarily directly affect another, 

future research may wish to explore the manner in which the vision, mission, and purpose 

of the Reading First grant were communicated from the state to the district and 
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subsequently from the district to school building personnel as a means of identifying 

barriers to successfully building a shared vision for implementing the grant.  

Resources/Supports/Infrastructure.  In the present study, several resources were 

identified through interviews and focus groups to support teacher’s understanding and 

use of DIBELS.  These included the availability of a full-time Reading Coach, access to a 

web-based data management system for reviewing and analyzing student data through the 

provision of graphs, consultative efforts provided by resource personnel (e.g., Title 1 

staff, school psychologists, academic diagnosticians, etc.), and access to professional 

development opportunities in the understanding and use of DIBELS.  Research has found 

that several resource variables are likely to influence educators’ effective use of data.  

Teachers may reliably use the available data if there is sufficient up-front and ongoing 

training and consultation on the use of data (Armstrong & Anthes, 2001; Chen, Heritage, 

& Lee, 2005; Fuchs, Fuchs, & Hamlett, 1989; Fuchs, Fuchs, Hamlett, & Ferguson, 1992; 

Kerr et al., 2006; King et al., 1983; Love, 2004; Skiba et al., 1982; Stecker, et al., 2005; 

Wesson et al., 1984; Yell et al., 1992); if the data are of high quality, accurate, and 

immediately available for use (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Kerr et al., 2006; Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Wesson et al., 1984); if teachers have available time (Allinder, 1996; 

Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Yell et al., 1992; Supovitz & Klein, 

2005); and if teachers have available technology and skills for using the data utilization 

technology (Chen et al., 2005; Stecker, et al., 2005). 

Regarding the availability and quality of training and consultation available for 

teachers on the use of DIBELS, it was understood as part of the larger Reading First 
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implementation plan in the school district, that all Reading First schools were given 

several full-days of training on the DIBELS and the various other components to the 

Reading First grant. Of those teachers who could recall attending this initial training, all 

reported unfavorable perceptions about the training and generally reported it to be 

unhelpful.  Some were distracted by the format in which the training was provided (i.e., 

reading from a manual), and others perceived the information to be of little value above 

their current knowledge based on instructing students in reading.  The Florida Center for 

Reading Research provided ongoing training on a variety of assessment and instructional 

topics aimed to support teachers in their evolving professional development as it relates 

to Reading First.  However, when asked if they have attended any training outside of 

their school campus either in the district or through participation in statewide conferences 

or professional seminars, no teacher indicated any such participation.   

All however, indicated receiving various types and amounts of consultation from 

their on-site Reading Coach.  All teachers reported high value for the Reading Coach and 

sited multiple activities the Reading Coach was able to provide them in support of their 

use of DIBELS.  Overall, substantial variability existed in the reporting of how teachers 

perceived their ability to independently interpret and use the DIBELS data.  Four specific 

topics of interest that relate to the available research on implementing formative 

assessments like the DIBELS (e.g., CBM) are (1) the level of training provided to 

teachers on how to use and interpret formative assessments, (2) the type of consultation 

provided to teachers, (3) teacher formative measurement skills with or without data 
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analysis or evaluation skills, and (4) the infrastructure available to support teacher 

participation in the collection, analysis, and utilization of the data. 

First, a study conducted by Wesson et al. (1984) investigated the comparative 

academic outcomes among students with teachers who received one of three types of 

training (1) an initial set of three half-day workshops at the start of the year including the 

provision of a manual for using CBM, followed by semi-frequent phone calls or visits by 

an observer; (2) a train the trainers format in which teachers from different schools were 

trained during a one-day training workshop and provided with a manual and instructions 

for teaching others in their school; or (3) a full-day initial workshop, plus monthly half-

day workshops through the year, plus specific and focused training content on specific 

skills for training combined with opportunities to practice.  Results found that the 

students from the third group of teacher participants made the most gains in academic 

performance.  Students whose teachers accurately and consistently applied CBM in their 

classrooms made better progress than those of students in other classrooms.  Wesson et 

al. concluded that teachers required more training than just how to measure student 

performance with CBM, but also direct and explicit training on how to evaluate and make 

use of the assessment information.  Similar results have been found in other studies (King 

et al., 1983; Skiba et al., 1982; Wesson et al., 1984).   

Additionally, work in the field of teacher training by Joyce and Showers (2002) 

confirms the results found in preparing teachers to adopt new skills.  Specifically, Joyce 

and Showers indicated four components to effective teacher training: (1) knowledge and 

understanding of the theory and rationale for the new innovation; (2) modeling of the new 
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skill(s) with multiple exemplars; (3) practice of the new skills in a safe environment with 

repeated opportunities to rehearse and receive feedback; and (4) ongoing supportive 

coaching or opportunities to collaborate with peers regarding implementation of the new 

skill(s).  Moreover, the work by Little (1997) suggests the above model is insufficient to 

sustain teacher use of a new skill, let alone develop a culture of change.  He 

recommended identifying the level of understanding where teachers were operating in 

relation to a given topic or skill being learned and tailoring the instruction or activities so 

the new ideas can be fully integrated into the current practices.  Further, he advocated 

that teachers have an opportunity to express dissent and challenge prevailing beliefs and 

practices.  He suggested that teachers do require an account of the “big picture” on 

educating children and the purpose of education;  similar to engaging them in a “systems 

thinking” according to Senge’s (1990) five factors that individuals collectively need to 

become and function as a learning organization. 

A full-time Reading Coach was available to providing coaching and ongoing 

professional development to teachers on the use of DIBELS.  However, teachers reported 

high degrees of dissatisfaction with the manner in which early training was provided.  

Given the limited opportunities for teachers to participate as stakeholder partners in the 

change process, and the barriers to advancing their knowledge and understanding of 

DIBELS facilitated by low value perception for trainings on the topic, it is not surprising 

that variability was found in teacher’s ability to not only use the DIBELS data more 

effectively, but also value its use for instructional planning.  And though the Reading 

Coach was consistently identified as a crucial variable towards the positive perceptions of 
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DIBELS among some teachers, little evidence was found which demonstrated efforts by 

the Reading Coaches or the school district or school buildings to build a capacity among 

school staff for sustainability of using the DIBELS.  According to Adelman & Taylor 

(2003) large scale programs often fail in their implementation when temporary funding 

has ended and the staff hired to support implementation efforts are removed.  This is a 

topic most central to a failure of creating the infrastructure needed to support the 

continued use of the program and all it’s components (Adelman & Taylor, 2003; Curtis, 

et al., 2008). 

Next, regarding the type of consultation provided to teachers, researchers have 

found that teachers require ongoing consultative support in the development of skills and 

in support of using CBM data to inform instructional decision making (Fuchs et al., 

1992).  This research even found that teachers who reported positive and high value in 

the use of CBM procedures in their class still had great difficulty regarding how to 

interpret and make sense of the data for instructional decision making.  Research like that 

of Fuchs et al., in response to such observations, have developed evaluation guidelines to 

help teachers know when to consider adjusting instruction and how to determine what to 

change.  However, a vital pre-requisite to using such guidelines is the active 

implementation of progress monitoring data collection procedures; something that the 

State of Florida Reading First model only just recently started to introduce to schools 

rather than at the beginning of implementation. 

In this context, the present study found moderate to substantial variability in the 

reporting among teachers regarding the frequency and types of support received by their 
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Reading Coach.  It cannot be determined from the present study the degree to which 

Reading Coaches provided teachers explicit consultation and training guidance towards 

the independent use and analysis of the their own data.  However, results consistently 

found perceptions among teacher and non-teacher participants that teachers were still 

highly dependent on and in need of continued supports to further their development of 

skills in the analysis and interpretation of DIBELS data.  Future process or outcome 

evaluations of the Reading First grant should consider the frequency and quality of 

consultative efforts provided by Reading Coaches when evaluating the impact of 

teachers’ use of DIBELS data in relation to student academic outcomes in reading. 

Regarding the topics of training, none of the teachers could recall receiving any 

training, with exception to what was provided by their Reading Coach, on how to 

independently analyze and link their class data to instructional decision-making.  Some 

voiced strong interest in more training to learn how best to do this.  The Florida Center 

for Reading Research provided several online resources and guides to assist teachers in 

this context, but none of the teachers interviewed were aware of such information; some 

were not even aware of the website beyond the availability of the PMRN database.  To 

this researcher the Reading Coach was highly valuable in supporting the school staff in 

the collection, interpretation, and utilization of DIBELS data.  However, it appeared from 

the teacher interviews that teachers were highly dependent on the Reading Coach for this 

continued set of supports and would likely experience substantial difficulties without 

such support when the grant expires.  Indeed, several researchers have noted that of the 

various influences that exists on educators’ use of data, data analysis, interpretation, and 
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utility for decision making is one of the most elusive areas for professional development 

initiatives (Brunner et al., 2005; Casey, Deno, Marston, & Skiba, 1988; Cizek, 2001; 

Fuchs et al, 1992; Fuchs, et al., 1989; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; 2002; Grigg, Snell, & Loyd, 

1989; Herman & Gribbons, 2001; Kerr et al., 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Stecker, et al., 

2005; Tindal et al., 1981; Wesson, 1991; Young, 2006).   

The implications of this professional development need and support for teachers 

is highly relevant to the use of DIBELS.  For example Fuchs, et al. (1989) investigated 

the academic outcomes of students from teachers who participated in one of three groups: 

(1) CBM measurement use plus evaluation consultation; (2) CBM measurement only 

without evaluation support, though receiving consultation as general a support for using 

CBM; and (3) a control group that did not use CBM.  Results found that the students 

from the class in which CBM measurement was used plus consultation and training on 

how to use the information to make decisions out-performed students from the other two 

groups on CBM outcome measures.  Of particular interest was their observation that 

teachers who collected CBM data, but did not make use of that data did not effect any 

better student outcomes than those in control conditions where CBM measures were not 

used.  Thus, any process or outcome evaluations of the Reading First grant must consider 

the student outcomes in context of how effectively and frequently teachers were using the 

data to make frequent and targeted instructional changes in their classes. 

Related to the topic of utilizing data for instructional planning is the use of 

DIBELS for screening, progress monitoring, diagnosing academic needs, and evaluating 

student outcomes.  Coyne and Harn (2006) provided a conceptual framework for thinking 
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about early literacy assessment across the four distinct assessment purposes just listed 

above.  Recall, that in the present study all teachers described the DIBELS as a test that is 

administered three times a year; thus characterizing the use of DIBELS as a screening 

tool for identifying students who may be at-risk for reading difficulties.  Although several 

teachers reported using the DIBELS to identify students in need of additional supports or 

interventions, none of the teachers reported using DIBELS for progress monitoring.  

However, two teachers indicated knowledge of the option of using DIBELS as a progress 

monitoring tool, but cited a lack of access to either necessary materials or training to use 

DIBELS for progress monitoring.   

Of particular interest was the observation that many of the teacher who 

participated in the present study demonstrated data analysis skills consistent with the 

DIBELS experts.  It is important to point out that these teachers had also voiced positive 

perceptions and value in using DIBELS data as well as reported relatively higher self-

efficacy in using the DIBELS data to organize learning groups and assign standard 

interventions for student in need of assistance.  Further, it is important to note that none 

of the teachers had been engaged in any progress monitoring activities with the DIBELS 

at the time of the study; thus, no such data were used in the case studies for teacher use.   

According to Coyne and Harn (2006), progress monitoring allows teachers to 

determine if students are making adequate growth toward meeting grade-level reading 

outcomes.  Further, they suggest as best practice that the DIBELS be frequently used for 

formative evaluation with students receiving interventions to monitor their progress and 

measure the effectiveness of interventions.  This point is critical from this researcher’s 
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perspective.  First, as Coyne and Harn have indicated, screening and progress monitoring 

activities alone do not tell an educator everything that is needed to make instruction more 

effective or efficient.  This was consistent with interview comments provided by the 

DIBELS experts in the present study.  However, progress monitoring does provide a 

pulse, or “vital sign,” as stated by Coyne and Harn, for the teacher to track, in a reliable, 

and non-intrusive manner, how a student is functioning in the class on a particular set of 

skills and whether an intervention is having the desired impact.   

Some teachers in the present study reported concern over the amount of time 

between DIBELS benchmark cycles as a barrier to using the data to make instructional 

decisions.  So, without either the knowledge of using DIBELS for progress monitoring, 

having access to progress monitoring materials, and/or training on how to administer 

DIBELS, teachers are left with a void with which they filled by using either less 

technically adequate assessment tools for monitoring student progress, or their own 

personal judgments to assess students’ responses to instruction.   

And yet, before one considers the implication this all has on professional 

development needs in the participating district, recall that many teachers, when asked if 

they would like to learn how to administer the DIBELS, rejected the idea citing 

overwhelming assessment and instructional responsibilities.  It would seem appropriate 

that any program evaluation of the Reading First model take into consideration the 

degree to which students are not being monitored either at all, or are being monitored 

with assessments that have a broad assessment focus at best, or lack technically adequate 

data at worst.   
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A final area of consideration regarding variables that can influence teacher’s use 

of data were teachers’ perceptions and attitudes concerning the use of a particular 

assessment.  Research has suggested teacher’s use of data can be influenced by teachers’ 

perceived validity of an assessment tool (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Kerr et al., 2006; Yell 

et al., 1992); staff attitudes about using data to inform practice (Bernhardt, 2000; Ingram 

et al., 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005); teachers’ self-efficacy in supporting student learning 

(Allinder, 1995; 1996; Ingram et al., 2004); teachers’ response to change (Allinder, 1996; 

Yell et al., 1992); teacher perceptions of new initiatives as additional work (Wesson et 

al., 1988; Yell et al., 1992); and beliefs about what constitutes data (Allinder, 1996; 

Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Ingram et al., 2004; Farlow & Snell, 1989; Young, 2006), 

In the present study, teacher perceptions about the value and utility of the 

DIBELS were substantially variable across teachers and schools. Several teachers 

characterized the DIBELS as an invalid test because (a) the tasks are timed, (b) the tests 

are conducted by someone other than the teacher, (c) it is given a higher priority by their 

administrators over assessments the teachers have long used and with which they have 

become comfortable (e.g., Running Records), (d) the results did not correspond with 

other assessments or observations conducted by the teachers in the classroom, and/or (e) 

it uses measures that they perceived are “inappropriate” for their grade level (e.g., NWF 

subtest).  The comments by teachers about DIBELS as a “timed test” suggest that many 

teachers see the DIBELS as a high stakes test that students are required to pass – for 

which teachers feared professional evaluations either early in the use of DIBELS or even 

presently as one teacher reported.  
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Reading Coaches, specialists, and DIBELS experts in the present study had 

reported the above concerns.  It would seem plausible that one professional development 

option is to share with teachers the psychometric properties of the DIBELS in the context 

of developing the test and that doing so would serve as a foundation for helping teachers 

to see the valid use of DIBELS.  As one teacher and several Reading Coaches indicated 

in the present study, they have found teacher perceptions change in favor, or at least 

greater acceptance for, the DIBELS when it is shared that research has found a strong 

correlation between end-of-first grade ORF measures and later third grade FCAT 

performance. 

When Reading Coaches were asked during a focus group to comment on teachers’ 

use of data, they indicated that what was essential was a culture of valuing and using 

data.  Teachers, who were interviewed however, were observed to not necessarily value 

data – though some did explicitly state such a value for DIBELS over other assessments – 

but suggested a culture of collecting data for the sake of collecting data.  Teachers 

overwhelmingly communicated that there is too much assessment being conducted in the 

schools – and at times to the detriment of protecting instructional times.  They perceived 

the DIBELS to be just one more such assessment; much like Yell et al.’s discussion of 

CBM perceived as an “add-on” by teachers as a barrier to effective implementation and 

use.   

In this same context, almost all teachers spoke of having insufficient time to plan, 

research alternative instructional ideas, consult with other teachers or the Reading Coach, 

or to even review, let alone analyze, their class DIBELS data.  Having been an employee 
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in the present district, it has been observed first hand that the amount of testing that 

teachers are required to participate in is extensive.  It seems unlikely that professional 

development activities provided to teachers on what the DIBELS are, how to administer 

the measures and use the data will be enough to overcome these issues.  Rather, such 

training would likely be limited in value and effectiveness to the degree to which teachers 

must continue to juggle their time around the multiple assessment schedules that impact 

their instructional times and/or take away from their time to plan and use data to guide 

their efforts. 

Limitations 

Having discussed the results of the present report in light of the relevant and 

available research, discussion of several limitations to the study is warranted.  First, the 

study was conducted primarily to provide a rich description of teacher perceptions and 

use of the DIBELS to understand the conceptions among individuals participating in a 

large-scale grant program within a school district – something that Coburn & Talbert 

(2006) have indicated little research has undertaken.  As such, only a small sample of 

perceptions was obtained that may exist on the chosen topic.  Given the limitations, the 

results do not lend themselves to generalization across the school district necessarily, and 

certainly not across the state.  Future research may wish to conduct similar research 

studies either within other school districts receiving the Reading First grant, or across 

several school districts receiving Reading First grants to evaluate the consistency of 

findings among other sites and participants. 
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Another limitation in the present study may be found in the recruitment 

procedures used in the present study.  Though a saturation method was used to determine 

the extent to which possible unique perspectives were found, the way in which teachers 

were selected may limit the degree to which the findings are representative of the 

teachers in the participating school district.  Due to constraints imposed by the school 

district’s Institutional Review Board, principals had to be informed of teachers being 

recruited for participation and principals had to give their permission for teachers at their 

school to participate.  These constraints may have contributed to the low interest found 

among teachers to participate in the study.  Also, teachers essentially self-selected 

themselves to participate in the study and therefore may not be completely representative 

of all teachers in the district.   

One possible safeguard against this limitation was in the use of a saturation 

method (Patton, 2002) to identify the point at which data collected no longer yielded any 

new information.  Application of the saturation method led the recruitment of only 14 

teachers having found no new information from the final two interviews for each grade 

level, respectively.  Nonetheless, future research should consider larger-scale applications 

of the present study’s approach to answering the research questions to identify any salient 

perceptions not captured in the present study. 

Similar limitations also existed in the recruitment of Reading Coaches and 

Specialists.  Little variability was found within each group of responses.  All who 

participated in either the Reading Coaches or specialists focus groups voiced unanimous 

value in the use of DIBELS.  It cannot be determined if the high degree of consistency 
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among these two separate groups was a function of either (1) a higher knowledge and 

understanding of the DIBELS when compared to teachers, (2) a non-representation of 

other Reading Coaches and specialists given the self-selection approach to recruitment, or 

(3) the focus group format may have resulted in contrasting perceptions being withheld 

by participants out of concern for sharing opposing views in the group format.  To 

safeguard against the third possibility, all participants in each group were given the 

primary researcher’s contact information and encouraged to contact him if they wanted to 

share any additional information with the understanding that all their information would 

be kept confidential. No participants from either focus group engaged the researcher in 

additional conversation on the study’s topic outside of the focus groups. 

Another limitation to the findings was related to the fact that for the teachers who 

were interviewed, the Reading Coach or specialists at their school may not have 

participated.  Thus, any input provided by Reading Coaches and specialists cannot be 

extracted to investigate specific claims or observations made by a specific teacher at the 

same school.  However, because data from the teachers were aggregated within each 

group, it was possible to explore the general themes that arose through teacher interviews 

and provide a comparative analysis against the views of Reading Coaches, DIBELS 

Experts, and specialists.  Additionally, the present study sought to document teacher 

perceptions and use of the DIBELS, and not an investigation of their accuracy of those 

perceptions against actual events occurring in their school by others. 

Another limitation was the limited resources available to the researcher to provide 

a quick provision of the results to identified stakeholders.  They delay in providing the 
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results may have negatively impacted their motivation to provide any feedback or 

discussion of the findings.  At the time of the present report, efforts continued to engage 

relevant stakeholders at the state and local level to discuss the results and their possible 

implications for practice. 

Another limitation involves the researcher’s limited experience in conducting and 

participating in qualitative research. However, several activities were engaged in to 

minimize this potential weakness.  First, the involvement of a doctoral committee 

provided guidance and review of the research process to ensure that an appropriate study 

was being conducted that would be valuable to the research literature, that it involved 

sufficient methodological rigor, and that it was conducted in a reliable manner. Second, 

additional researchers with known expertise in qualitative methodology were consulted 

regarding the methodologies and practices of the present study to ensure that the 

researcher was conducting an appropriate and reliable study.  Third, several quality 

assurance methods were employed to provide a credible account of the research topic 

investigated.  These methods included (1) a rich and thick description of the research 

process, (2) documentation of the researcher’s position and biography, (3) saturation of 

data, (4) purposeful search for variation and maximization of responses, (5) use of a 

triangulation across data sources, (6) inter-observer reliability checks, (7) member checks 

for accuracy and completeness of data, and (8) peer review by members of the doctoral 

committee. 

A final limitation may be found in the selection of kindergarten and first grade 

teachers only.  The decision to limit the study to these grade levels was because the 
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DIBELS subtests used for benchmark assessments at those grade levels comprise the 

entire DIBELS assessment used in Florida.  Higher grade levels were not investigated in 

the present study.  Thus, the findings of this study should not be generalized with respect 

to implications for supporting teachers in those higher grade levels as it relates to 

DIBELS. 

Contributions of Present Study 

 Despite the identified limitations of the present study, several strengths or 

contributions are worth discussing.  At the start of conducting the study, little research 

could be found which investigated teacher perceptions and skills regarding the use of 

DIBELS within a Reading First context.  This study provided a foundation for future 

qualitative and mixed-methodological approaches to investigating teacher use of DIBELS 

and evaluation of the process of implementing and maintaining the Reading First model 

of reading as it related to the use of DIBELS, or similar assessments. 

 Next, the present study identified variables and topics worthy of continued 

investigation as found in related fields of study such as systems change, data utilization, 

and best practices in the use of DIBELS.  Earlier research on teachers’ use of CBM-

Reading assessments to improve student outcomes, coupled with best practice knowledge 

of effective systems change and the related variables that can impact schools’ use of data 

converged in the present study to provide a broad context for improving efforts towards: 

(1) professional development for teachers in the effective use of DIBELS, (2) building 

capacity and infrastructure for schools to support teachers’ use of DIBELS, (3) 

identifying opportunities to allow teachers to participate as stakeholder participants in the 
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continued school efforts and to support implemented features of the Reading First grant, 

and (4) building a rationale for the school district and building administrators to 

reanalyze their shared vision and efforts to create and foster a culture that values data 

utilization as well as collaborative planning and problem-solving. 

Final Summary 

The present study was conducted to understand teacher perceptions and use of the 

DIBELS as a core component of the overall Reading First model in the State of Florida.  

Several barriers and resources were discovered which hindered or fostered effective 

adoption and use of DIBELS by educators, respectively.  Given the results of the present 

study, and having provided a context for interpreting the results within a larger body of 

research in systems change, data utilization, and best practices in using CBM/DIBELS, 

several recommendations are appropriate for those interested in implementing the use of 

DIBELS at their school or school district: 

1.  Create a culture of change and shared vision. 

a. Provide educators with a conceptual model for using data and solving problems at 

the building, grade, classroom, and student levels.  The authors of the DIBELS 

recommend the use of DIBELS within the context of the Outcomes-Driven 

Model.  Additionally, the recent legislative requests for schools to adopt a 

Response to Intervention (RtI) approach to service delivery provides such a 

framework for helping schools learn and adopt a problem-solving model for 

effective data management and utilization.  At the time of this report the Florida 

RtI initiative was being implemented and is consistent with this current 
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recommendation.  Evidence from that initiative will be important for review in 

light of this recommendation. 

b. Ensure leadership at the school building level is directly and consistently involved 

in implementing the use of DIBELS and utilizing data to inform instruction. 

c. Encourage a shared vision for the use of formative assessments among staff and a 

culture that embraces data analysis and data-based decision making. 

d. The school district may wish to revise its current district assessment plan to 

consider using formative assessments similar to DIBELS that have documented 

reliability and validity while also affording time and cost efficient means of 

collecting student data with minimal interruption of class instruction. 

e. The school district may wish to consider replacing their district reading 

assessments for all elementary schools with the DIBELS, CBM reading, or 

similar formative reading assessments with sufficient technical adequacy for the 

purpose of screening and progress monitoring; a summative district assessment 

could still be provided at the end of the year. This change would afford the 

opportunity to use DIBELS, or measures like them, more effectively for progress 

monitoring.  Additional testing would be restricted to those cases where more 

diagnostic information is needed for intervention design. 

f. Teachers are the most important stakeholder when implementing the use of 

DIBELS or any other formative assessment system.  It will be key to involve 

them in all aspects of decision making and implementation design. 
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g. Schools may wish to consider the establishment of a school-based team 

comprised of one administrator, representatives for all grade levels, and 

representatives from ESE and Student Services as a venue for regularly analyzing 

school data, supporting teacher professional development needs, and developing 

plans to increase student outcomes in reading. 

h. Principals and district administrators, as well as support personnel like school 

psychologists, should be familiar with literature on effective systems change 

while also becoming familiar with recognizing teachers’ level of concern (Hall & 

Horn, 2006) in response to change so as to tailor any trainings or professional 

development activities to effectively support teachers in the analysis and use of 

data. 

i. The school district may wish to consider either discontinuing the use of 

assessments that do not provide opportunities for instructional decision making, 

or provide supports to schools to have them completed in a timely manner with 

minimal impact on instructional times. 

2.  Create Capacity and Infrastructure to Support Use of DIBELS 

a. Teachers need more time to engage in data analysis and utilization.  This can be 

achieved by prioritizing the types and frequencies of assessments that are required 

for collection through a RtI/Problem-Solving model that increases assessment 

density only as a function of severity of student underachievement and/or need for 

more information to identify successful interventions. 
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b. The school district and school building administrators should consider making the 

role of the Reading Coach permanent or identify a staff person who can take on 

the full-time responsibility of facilitating systems change and providing ongoing 

professional development to teachers on the effective use of DIBELS data. 

c. Teachers need access to color printers if they are expected to effectively use the 

PMRN graphs. 

d. The professional learning community format for grade level teacher teams being 

used by the school district should be maintained and supported as an appropriate 

venue for collaborative problem-solving among teachers. 

e. Teachers need ongoing support and consultation to maintain and establish greater 

skills in data analysis and utilization. 

f. DIBELS assessors should be encouraged to provide notes and/or record specific 

student errors so that teachers can more effectively evaluate error patterns and 

make use of the information for intervention development. 

g. Continue to encourage teachers to use the scoring protocols for analysis of errors 

towards the development of either intervention plans or consideration of other 

diagnostic measures. 

h. Infrastructures need to be developed to support ongoing progress monitoring of 

students identified as being at-risk for later reading difficulties.  This 

recommendation should be accomplished within the context of adopting a 

conceptual problem-solving model (i.e., the Outcomes-Driven Model or RTI) for 
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allocating resources, prioritizing goals, and providing professional development 

opportunities for teachers. 

3.  Provide Additional and Ongoing Training on the Use of DIBELS/Formative 

Assessments 

a. Provide teachers with a broad “big picture” rationale for why DIBELS is an 

effective method for screening, monitoring progress, and evaluating effective 

reading programs.  This may be accomplished by providing the historical 

development and case study examples that exist in the literature on the use of 

DIBELS and other similar formative assessments. 

b. Some teachers may require additional knowledge on what DIBELS measures and 

how it corresponds with the development of reading skills.  They also require 

knowledge on how DIBELS differs as a General Outcome Measure as compared 

to the mastery-oriented assessments used through the school district. 

c. Teachers need to further understand what formative assessments offer for 

differentiating instruction. 

d. All educators need to understand the difference between benchmark assessment 

and progress monitoring and the value and purpose of both. 

e. Educators need to understand the importance of progress monitoring and staff 

need to be held accountable and supported by building principals and district 

leaders to engage in progress monitoring activities using formative assessments 

like the DIBELS. 
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f. Teacher would benefit from learning about research on the development of 

DIBELS and the establishment of benchmark goals (e.g., end of year 

expectations).  This information will help them understand conceptually what the 

benchmark standards are and how they were developed so they see the correlation 

those benchmark standards have with successful reading in upper grade levels. 

g. Teachers need support and further training on the importance of fluency of early 

literacy skills and their links to comprehension.  The concept of fluency and 

general outcome indicators are critical for teachers if they are to avoid perceiving 

the DIBELS as a “speed test.” 

h. Some teachers may need additional training and support to help them understand 

the importance of using nonsense words as a measure of student decoding skills 

and the value of measuring such skills.   

4.  Provide Educators with Ongoing Supports for Data Analysis and Utilization 

a. Ensure that data is collected in a timely manner and immediately available for 

teachers (within a week). 

b. Educators at all levels of the school system require ongoing support and training 

for analyzing graphs/data, particularly the PMRN if that system is to be 

implemented along with the use of DIBELS.  Schools have become effective and 

efficient in collecting data; however, they are often missing a conceptual and 

knowledgeable approach to analyzing the data.  Both the Outcomes-Driven Model 

and the RtI/Problem-Solving model for data-based decision making provide a 
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conceptual approach for schools to analyze their data to inform their practices as 

well as evaluate their instructional and programmatic efforts. 

c. Teachers need to be encouraged, allowed time, and supported in their efforts to 

access and use the PMRN. 

d. Provide explicit and systematic training for teachers on how to use PMRN reports 

to answer questions about level of intervention focus within a tiered system of 

service delivery like that being offered currently within a Response to 

Intervention (RtI) model (Castillo, Cohen, & Curtis, 2006). 

e. Teachers should be encouraged and or trained to observe and prioritize student 

performance trends rather than single snapshots of data.  Examining performance  

in this manner requires the collection of progress monitoring data to establish 

reliable trends for analysis. 

f. Provide ongoing support, training, and expectations that schools and teachers use 

multiple sources of data when making decisions about students.  Further, training 

should focus on how to reconcile data sources that are seemingly in contrast with 

each other (i.e., acceptable performance on one measure and not another). 

g. Schools need to prioritize the use of ongoing progress monitoring.  The lack of 

such monitoring appears to be driven by low consensus among staff for the value 

of monitoring progress more frequently coupled with insufficient infrastructure 

for supporting this level of data collection. In addition, the decision to not 

implement ongoing progress monitoring activities from the start of the Reading 
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First grant in Florida also may have influenced educators’ views with respect to 

progress monitoring. 

In closing, the present research study was conducted to understand the perceptions 

and uses of the DIBELS from the views of classroom teachers and non-teaching 

educators in an effort to identify salient variables for later research as well as provide 

targets of opportunity for later professional development initiatives to support teachers’ 

use of DIBELS or similar formative assessments.  It was hoped, with continued focus and 

research on the variables that increase the effectiveness and understanding of how 

educators implement and use formative evaluation systems, that schools will be able to 

find greater efficiency and effectiveness towards improving student academic outcomes 

in reading. 
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Figure 1: Example of a Class Status Report which is one type of progress report available 
through the PMRN.  This type of report allows for analysis of both class and individual 
needs. Colors used indicate severity of need for additional supports or instructions to 
meet benchmark goals.  This type of report may be rank ordered by student alphabetical 
order or student instructional need. 
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Figure 2: Example of a Student Grade Summary Report which is one type of summary 
report.  This type of report allows for an analysis of individual and classroom needs in 
relation to benchmark goals for a particular assessment period.   
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Figure 3: Example of Reading Progress Monitoring Student Cumulative Report which is 
one type of a cumulative report offered by the PMRN.  This type of report offers an 
analysis of a student’s progress throughout the school year in relation to periodic 
benchmark goals and end of year goals.  It also allows for comparative analysis of 
alternative assessments provided throughout the school year (e.g., Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test) 
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Appendix A Continued: Figure A4 

Instructionally Interpretable Zones of Performance

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Winter Onset Recognition Fluency

S
p

ri
n

g
 P

h
o

n
e
m

ic
 

S
e
g

m
e
n

ta
ti

o
n

 F
lu

e
n

c
y

Zone B

Zone AZone C

Zone D

 

Figure 4: Graph developed by Good et al. (2000) for use in a Benchmark Linkage Report 
which may help identify a school’s core curriculum needs and student instructional needs 
by analyzing performance on earlier benchmark goals in relation to later benchmark 
goals. 
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Appendix B: Table 3 
Number of schools sampled across the three groups of participants.    
 

Schools Teachers Reading Coaches Specialists 

1 X  X 

2   X 

3 X   

4  X  

5 X   

6 X X  

7 X  X 

8  X  

9 X  X 

10   X 

11  X X 

12  X  

13 X X X 

14    

15 X X  

16 X   

    

Totals 
Schools 
Sampled 

9 8 7 
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Appendix B: Table 4 
Probability Sampling Table Developed by DePaulo (2000) 
 

Probability of Missing a Population Subgroup in a Random Sample 
 

Number of Respondents 
Population 
Incidence 10 20 30 40 50 60 100 200 
 
.50  .001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
 
.33  .018 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
 
.25  .056 .003 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
 
.20  .107 .012 .001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 
 
.10  .349 .122 .042 .015 .005 .002 <.001 <.001 
 
.05  .599 .358 .215 .129 .077 .046 .006 <.001 
 
.01  .904 .818 .740 .669 .605 .547 .366 .134 
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Appendix B: Table 5 
Microsoft Excel format used for organizing, coding, and sorting transcript data 
 

Topic # Participant ID Data Entry # Data Segment 

1300 FA 1 Text Text Text 

2300 FA 21 Text Text Text 
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Appendix B: Table 6 
Comparison of themes identified across multiple sources (teachers, Reading Coaches, and 
specialists) to organize findings for presentation. 
 

Data Source 
Climate/Culture Resources/Supports 

Knowledge of 

DIBELS 

Collecting and 

Using data 

Teachers     

Benefits of DIBELS x x x x 

Concerns of DIBELS x x x x 

General Comments of Impact of 
Reading First Grant/DIBELS 

x x   

Knowledge of DIBELS   x  

Collecting Data    x 

DIBELS vs. Other Assessments   x x 

Issues Related to Monitoring Student 
Progress 

 x  x 

General Comments about Assessments x   x 

Using Data  x  x 

Usefulness/Benefits to PMRN reports  x x x 

Student reactions to DIBELS    x 

Teacher Self-Efficacy x  x x 

Support for teachers to use DIBELS  x   

Expectations/Emphasis/Pressures x    

Advice for using DIBELS x x   

Reading Coaches     

Role of Reading Coach  x x x 

Reading Coaches Perceptions of 
Teachers using DIBELS/PMRN 

x x x x 

RC perceptions of factors influencing 
teacher use of DIBELS 

x x x x 

Student’s Reactions to DIBELS    x 

RC’s concerns about teachers/schools 
using DIBELS 

 x x x 

Advice from RC for using DIBELS  x  x 

Role of Leadership  x   x 

DIBELS vs. Other Assessments   x x 

RC’s perceptions of teacher concerns 
of DIBELS subtests 

x x x  

Specialists     

Comparisons b/w RF and nonRF 
schools 

   x 

Role and Importance of RC  x  x 

Specialists perceptions of factors 
influencing teachers’ use of DIBELS 

x x  x 

Actions used to increase teachers 
value or use of DIBELS 

 x x x 

Progress Monitoring  x  x 
Advice for future  x  x 
Specialists’ perceptions of teachers’ 
value of DIBELS 

x  x x 

Data collection procedures    x 
Specialists’ perceptions of teacher 
concerns about DIBELS subtests 

 x x  
Teachers’ ability for data analysis  x  x 
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Appendix B: Table 7 
School district assessment schedule for kindergarten and first grades.    

Tests Frequency 

(KG) school readiness test 1 x at start of KG year. 

(KG) district assessment 5 x in year (at least) – many use for 
progress monitoring also 

(1st) Running Record Assessments 5 x in year (at least) – many use for 
progress monitoring also 

(KG/1st) DIBELS 3 x in year 

(KG/1st) Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 1 x at end of the year 

(1st) Stanford Achievement Test – 10 1 x at end of the year 
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Appendix C1 
Teacher Interview Guide  

(30 minutes) 
 

1. As a teacher at a Reading First school, can you help me understand what 

DIBELS is and what it is used for? 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• How helpful are DIBELS data for you and why? 

• Do you have any concerns about using DIBELS and why? 

 

2. I understand that all teachers at Reading First schools have access to a web-

based program called the Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network 

which allows teachers access to their students’ DIBELS data.  Do you use this 

program, and if so, how helpful has it been for you? 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• If no, why not?  How do you receive your class information? 

• If yes: 

o What types of graphs do you use and why? 

o What do you use the graphs for? 

o How often do you log onto this program? 

• Do you have any suggestions about how to improve this data-based program? 

 

3. How often do you collect DIBELS data for students who are struggling in 

your class in reading? 
Follow-up Questions (if needed) 

• Do you collect progress monitoring data for students who are struggling? 

• If yes: Why do you collect such information? 

• If no: How do you track the progress of students who are struggling? 

• If teacher does not collect such data, Who collects such information? 

 

4. Have you received, or participated in, any training in the use of DIBELS; 

either one-on-one with your Reading Coach, or through formal training with 

the school district?  If so, could you briefly tell me what you learned and how 

helpful that/those trainings were? 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• Can you help understand what the different subtests measure? 

• Have you learned what the 5 skill areas are in reading?  Would you help me with what 

they are? 

• Do you know which of the 5 skill areas DIBELS is intended to measure? 

• What are teachers supposed to do with this data? 

 

5. What other types of assessments are conducted throughout the school year in 

your classroom or school, and do you have any concerns about how to use 

DIBELS in addition to using other assessments? 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• How do you obtain the DIBELS data for your class? 

• Does anyone help you evaluate the scores and determine what to do with them? 

• What is the most frequent use of the DIBELS data for you? 
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• Does DIBELS data provide you with any information that other assessments do not?  If 

so, what? 

 

 

 

6. What supports are available for you in understanding how to interpret your 

students’ scores? 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• What role does your school’s Reading Coach have?  What does he/she do? 

• What learning opportunities are there to learn more about using DIBELS? 

• Would you say that your school strongly supports DIBELS use? Why or Why 

not? 

 

7. In final, do you have any comments or thoughts regarding the use of 

DIBELS that leaders at the District Level and State Level should know about 

from a classroom teacher’s perspective? 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• If teacher responds with general statement of overwhelming amounts of 

assessments in district: 

o It sounds like there is a lot going on in this school district.  Can 

you help me understand how this is affecting your perceptions 

about DIBELS? 

o Do you feel that DIBELS has been valuable for you?  Why or Why 

not? 

o Would you like to receive more training or information about using 

DIBELS? 

 

Thank you so much for you time! 
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Appendix D1 
 

Case Study Questions 
(30 minutes) 

 
I have a case study that I would like to get your feedback on.  It is for a student 

who is in kindergarten/the first grade.  The student has not repeated any grades.  

The student is only having difficulties in reading.  Could you take a look at this 

student’s data and tell me what your impressions are about this student? 

 
Follow-Up Questions (if needed) 

• What would you do with a student like this? 

• What do you feel this student needs? 

• What other types of information would you need to know to help this student? 

• What difficulty(s) is this student having based on this information? 

• What interventions would you suggest to help this student? 

• Have you seen these types of reports before? 

• Do you prefer to use other types of reports for looking at individual students? 
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Appendix D2: Case Study #1: Kindergarten Student Class Status Report 

 



278 
 

Appendix D2: Case Study #1: Kindergarten Student Grade Summary Report 
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Appendix D2: Case Study #1: Kindergarten  Reading Progress Monitoring Student 
Cumulative Report 
 

 



280 
 

Appendix D2: Case Study #2: First Grade Class Status Report 
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Appendix D2: Case Study #2: First Grade Student Grade Summary Report 
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Appendix D2: Case Study#2: First Grade Reading Progress Monitoring Student 
Cumulative Report 
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Appendix E1 

Focus Group Guide 
(1 hour) 

 
1. As a Reading First school you are required to collect DIBELS data at least 4 

times per year.  What are your thoughts concerning the use of DIBELS at 

your school? (10 minutes) 
• How do you feel about the use of DIBELS?  

• What changes have occurred at your school since DIBELS has been in use? 

• Has DIBELS been helpful in improving student achievement at your school? 

• Do you have any concerns regarding its use at your school? 

 

2. What are your thoughts or feelings concerning teacher’s use of DIBELS?  (10 

minutes) 
• How do teachers use the data? 

• What problems or benefits arise with teacher’s use of DIBELS? 

• What is your opinion about how to support teachers’ use of DIBELS data? 

 

3. How are DIBELS data being utilized? (10 minutes) 
• What challenges does your school face regarding the use of DIBELS data? 

• Have any benefits occurred by using DIBELS data? 

• How do you feel about using the Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network – (the web-

based reports offered by the Florida Center for Reading Research). 

• How do teachers feel about using the reports offered by FCRR? 

• What reports do you feel offer the most information or the most useful information?  

Why? 

 

4. How does DIBELS compare to other assessments provided in your school? 

(10 minutes) 

• Do you feel DIBELS provides the necessary information your school needs? 

• What is your opinion regarding the use of multiple assessments in reading at your 

school? 

• What assessments are most helpful for screening and monitoring student achievement in 

reading in your opinion and why? 

 

5. What additional comments, concerns, or suggestions do you all have about 

using DIBELS at your school that you feel is important for others to know? 

(10 minutes) 
• Are there any changes that you would like to see happen at either the district or state 

level with regards to using DIBELS? 
• Has the use of DIBELS been helpful in your school meeting its goals for students? 
• Are there any concerns or problems that you would like district or state leaders to 

address with regards to using DIBELS? 
 

Thank you All for you time!!! 
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Appendix F1 

Field Notes 
Teacher Interviews 

Participant Code: ______ 
Date Collected: _________ 
Date Summarized: _________ 
 

1. Gender: Male ____ Female ____ 
 
2. Current Grade Teaching ____ 
 
3. Age:           21-25          26-30          31-35            36-40           41-45 

                              46-50           51-55           56-60           61-65           66+ 
 
4. Ethnicity: 

_____ Caucasian  
_____ African American 
_____ Hispanic/Latino 
_____ Asian/Pacific Islander 
_____ Native American /Alaska Native 
_____ Other (specify):________________________ 

 
5. Number of years experience teaching reading at current grade level? 

___ <1     ___ 1-5     ___ 6-10     ___ 11-15     ___ 16-20     ___ 21-25     ___ 26+ 
 

6. Number of years teaching at present school in the current grade level being taught? 
___ <1     ___ 1-5     ___ 6-10     ___ 11-15     ___ 16-20     ___ 21-25     ___ 26+ 

 
7. Highest Degree Attained: 

___ Bachelors     ___ Masters     ___ Specialist     ___ Doctorate     ___ 
Other:________________ 

 
8. Credentials (Teacher Certification Areas) – Please mark all that apply: 

___ K-12 General Education Teacher 
___ Special Education Teacher 
___ Reading Endorsement 
___ Principal/Administrator 
___ Other (specify): ___________________ 

 
9. Average number of hours of participation in professional development activities in 

reading per year? 
___ 0     ___ 1-5     ___6-10     ___ 11-15     ___ 16-20     ___21-25      ___ 26-30     ___ 
30+ 

 
10. Any previous experience teaching students with Learning Disabilities as an ESE teacher:  

___ YES: If so, how many years experience: _____ 
___ NO 
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11. Is your Reading Block scheduled for 90 minutes per day? 

___ YES 
___ NO: If not, how many minutes per day? (specify):_____ 

 
12. How many students do you currently have in your classroom? (specify): ____ 
 
13. Descriptions of the classroom environment (physical arrangement): 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 

 
14. Other relevant notes to include concerning physical arrangement and/or instructional 

practices observed:  
 

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________ 
 
15. Notes concerning interview – ideas, thoughts, feelings concerning the interview: 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________ 
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Appendix G1 – Teacher Interview Codes Draft 1 

Interview Codes: 
100 – Description of DIBELS 
200 – Use of Colors on DIBELS 
300 – General perceptions of PMRN reports 
400 – Specific PMRN reports preferred 
500 – Using PMRN reports to inform instruction 
600 – Understanding of how fluency relates to comprehension 
700 – Using DIBELS for progress monitoring 
800 – How to monitor students’ progress if not DIBELS 
900 – What data are used to inform instruction 
1000 – Participation in DIBELS training 
1100 – PMRN Training 
1200 – DIBELS vs. Other Assessments (comparisons) 
1300 – Accessing the PMRN (Technical skills) 
1400 – Teacher’s perceptions of school culture regarding DIBELS 
1500 – Using nonsense words 
1600 – Perceptions of the Nonsense Word Fluency subtest. 
1700 – Good readers who don’t comprehend what they read 
1800 – Conflict between reading nonsense words and class strategies for unknown words 
1900 – Instructional strategies for reading unknown words 
2000 – Setting the climate for students taking the DIBELS 
2100 – What is needed to maintain use of DIBELS into future at school 
2200 – What state and district leaders should know from a teacher’s perspective 
2300 – How DIBELS is used to assign students to interventions/services 
2400 – Literacy Success Program/Title I services 
2500 – Administrator support for DIBELS 
2600 – Concerns about using DIBELS 
2700 – What teachers like about DIBELS 
2800 – Do teachers think DIBELS is valuable 
2900 – What teacher’s think the DIBELS measures 
3000 – What teacher’s think the Nonsense Word Fluency measures 
3100 – Do teacher’s need more training on DIBELS 
3200 – What additional training do teachers want 
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Appendix G2 – Teacher Interview Codes Draft 2 

DIBELS 
 
D1 Knowledge of DIBELS Test/Measures 

  Description of DIBELS testing cycles 
  What teacher’s think the DIBELS measures  
  What teacher’s think a particular subtest measures 

Teachers’ knowledge of the subtests used for their grade level 
In first year, teachers knew little about the DIBELS and were generally 
skeptical 
 

D2 Procedures for collecting and distributing results of DIBELS  
School procedures for providing data to teachers 
Timeliness of procedures to collect and distribute DIBELS data 

 
D3 DIBELS Training 

Participation in DIBELS training 
Specific requests for additional training 
Teachers feel they don’t have sufficient training on what the DIBELS does 
Need to know why it is important as a tool in relation to teaching 
 

D4 Using the DIBELS to monitor students and Make Decisions 

Using DIBELS for progress monitoring 
How DIBELS is used to assign students to interventions/services 
Teachers’ ability/motivation to interpret DIBELS data 
Grade level data used to identify students in need of help (e.g., Great 
Leaps) 
Staffing children for ESE consideration using the DIBELS 
Making retention decisions using DIBELS data 
Three cycles of data collection are not enough 
Not enough emphasis is placed on student progress rather than on meeting 

standards 
 

D5 Teacher Observations of Students’ reactions to DIBELS 

Setting the climate for students taking the DIBELS 
Concerns about timing children on the DIBELS 
Children frustrated with being tested by a stranger or different location 
Children who are still below benchmarks but making progress need lots of 

praise and continued encouragement 
 

D6 Teacher Perceptions of School Support for DIBELS 

Teacher’s perceptions of school culture regarding DIBELS 
What is needed to maintain use of DIBELS into future at school 
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Concerns that there is an overemphasis on the use of DIBELS 
DIBELS viewed negatively b/c of association with politics at school 
More collaborative environment after first couple of years 
 

D7 Teachers’ Perceptions of the Value of DIBELS 

DIBELS vs. Other Assessments (comparisons) 
  Concerns about using DIBELS with children who have speech problems 
  Concerns about teacher competitiveness over DIBELS results 

What teachers like about DIBELS 
Value of the Nonsense Word Fluency subtest 
Lack of agreement between DIBELS and other assessments 
Concerns about accuracy or consistency of the DIBLES measures over 
time 
DIBELS takes less time to complete compared to other assessments 
DIBELS interrupts classtime 
Teachers feel they need to teach to the test since it is timed 
Teachers don’t value it if they don’t understand it’s usefulness 
Concerns with interpreting quantitative information w/o qualitative 
information 

  Teachers feel it is a depressing test because the standards are so high 
Most of the time DIBELS is not helpful because observations in small 
groups/classroom assessments already indicate what students need help 
Teachers like that someone else does the DIBELS assessment 
 

PMRN 
  
P1 Teachers’ perceptions of the value of PMRN Reports 

Concerns/Problems with using PMRN reports 
What teachers like about using the reports 
General perceptions of PMRN reports 
Results should be available faster/Reports take too long  
Using the Parent Letter report to communicate with parents 
Concerns that the parent report does include “above average” praise types 
of feedback. 
Use Parent Letter to solicit support from parents and offer ideas for use at 
home 
Parent report too much for some parents 
Add notes to parent report for parents to read, or highlight important parts 
of the report 
Use “box and whisker” formats to compare classes and school to other 
schools 

 
P2 Technical Skills(UNDERSTANDING) How to Access and Read PMRN 

Reports 



292 
 

Use of Colors on PMRN  
PMRN Training 
Accessing the PMRN (Technical skills) 
Teachers need constant reward/encouragement to use the reports/PMRN 
website 
 

P3 Using PMRN Reports to Identify Student Needs 

Specific PMRN reports preferred 
Using PMRN reports to inform instruction 

 

READING COACHES 
 
RC1 Teachers’ Perceptions of the Value of Reading Coaches 

  Concerns about Reading Coaches 
  Likes about Reading Coaches 
  RC is always available for help if needed 
 
RC2 What Reading Coaches do in the Schools 

RC provides training and support 
RC assists with data analysis with DIBELS. 
RC provides assistance with intervention and instructional ideas 
RC assists with how to make sense of conflicting data from multiple data 
sources 
Takes teachers to other schools to observe best practices 
Model lessons in the classroom 
Provide books/chapters for teachers to read as professional development 

  

READING DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH 
 

RD1 Relationship Between DIBELS and Reading Research 

Understanding of how fluency relates to comprehension 
Understanding how DIBELS is directly tied to research on reading 
development 

 

READING INSTRUCTION/INTERVENTIONS 
 
RI1 Specific Strategies/Lessons Taught in the Classroom 

  Instructional strategies for reading unknown words 
Practice blending sounds 
Practice making rhyming words 
Practice reading nonsense words 
Using nonsense words 
Stretching out words and sounding them out 
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Encourage students to sound out words 
Model for students how to read with expression/fluency 
Earobics Computer program 
SRA Open Court 
Harcourt Interventions 
Great Leaps 

 
RI2 Instructional Services in Schools Provided by others 

Literacy Success Program/Title I services 
 
R13 Issues with providing interventions in the class 

Not enough time to find or develop individual lessons/interventions for 
students who are not doing well. 

Teachers feel they need more supports or people to help deliver 
interventions  

  Behavior problems interfere with teaching and providing instructions 
  Concerns with limited support at home for students 

 
TEACHER ABILITY TO INTERPRET AND USE 
ASSESSMENT DATA 

 
T1 Knowledge of how to use multiple sources of data together 

Dealing with conflicting assessment information on a student 
Identifying converging information about a student’s abilities 
Good readers who don’t comprehend what they read 

 
T2 Knowledge or Training on RTI 

  RTI will be used at school for next year  
 

ADMINISTRATOR INVOLVEMENT 
 

AI1 Teachers’ Perceptions of Value of Administrator Involvement 

Administrator support for DIBELS 
Changes in value or importance of DIBELS among administrators 
How DIBELS data are used at the building level (by administrators) 

  Concerns about pressure to perform as a teacher 
  Feeling that job is on the line 
  Data is used as means to judge teacher competence 
 Too much emphasis as an outcomes measure instead of a progress 

measure 
Climate of negativity or positiveness established by the school leadership  
DIBELS can become associated with negative politics at a school 
Fear of being able to ask for help out of being judged negatively. 
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Feeling isolated because climate at school prevents asking for help from 
colleagues 
Need more collaboration among staff 

 

ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENTS 
 

AS1 Using Assessments Other than DIBELS 

How to Monitor Students’ Progress if not DIBELS 
What Data are Used to Inform Instruction if Not DIBELS 
Using Running Records to decide placement of groups and decisions 
Description of the PIAP/Kaplan Assessment 

 

ADVICE TO EDUCATION LEADERS FROM TEACHERS 
 

AE1 Recommendations to State/District Leaders about DIBELS 

 Suggestions about how to revise the DIBELS 
 Concerns about using DIBELS 
 Additional training/information requested by teachers 
 Results need to be more immediately available for use. 
 Need more support on how to use the DIBELS information to help 

students 
 

AE2 Statements About Assessments in Schools in General  

What state and district leaders should know from a teacher’s perspective 
What additional training do teachers want 
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Appendix G3 – Teacher Interview Codes Draft 3 

CODES 
There are 8 broad categories of topics listed below.  The BOLD and UNDERLINED topic headings are the 

codes to use with the transcripts.  Across the broad categories there are 28 Topic Headings for use with the 

transcripts.  Sub-headings listed below the bold/underlined headings are merely there to provide some 

examples of things that would fall under that category.   

 

1000 - Overall Value of DIBELS 
 

 1100 - Benefits Of DIBELS 

 1110 Develop and adjust instructional groups 
 1111 Identify specific skills for targeted instruction 
 1112 Helps to monitor student gains and needs 
 1113 Requires more understanding of reading development 
 1114 Allows for differentiated instruction to support all students 
 1115 Access to raw data allows for developing interventions 
 1116 Provides information for supporting student into next grade 
 1117 Corresponds with other assessments and class observations 

1118 Seems more reliable/objective with someone else assessing the 
student 

 1119 Use of DIBELS/RF grant has led to increased reading outcomes 
1120 Instructional ideas learned through DIBELS/RF has proven to be 

useful in math and writing (e.g., use of differentiated instruction) 
1121 Provides information about who is entering grade with necessary 

prerequisite skills 
   

1200 - Concerns About DIBELS 

 1210 Too much emphasis on fluency and none on comprehension 
 1211 NWF subtest 
 1212 Questionable validity due to: 
  - being a timed test 
  - doesn’t correspond with other assessments or observations 
  - students tested in unknown or different settings than classroom 

1213 Doesn’t provide enough information for student going to next 
grade 

 1214 Too much emphasis on the score when it’s only a snapshot 
1215 Questionable reliability due to: 

- when someone other than teacher is assessing (unfamiliar with student) 
- errors made by people doing the assessment 
- when student is shy or unsure of stranger doing the assessment 
- results inconsistent with other assessments 

 1216 Encourages teaching to the test 
 1217 Not helpful for improving instruction 
 1218 ORF standards are too high 
 1219 Creates negative competition and judgment among teachers  
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1220 Too little recognition of student gains when they are still below 
benchmark 
 

 1300 - General Comments of Impact of DIBELS/Reading First Grant 

  1310 Teachers have mixed views – basically just another test to give. 
  1311 Teacher may not know enough about it to appreciate the data 

1312 Younger generation teachers seem more open to it than older 
generation 

  1313 Overall perceptions seem to increase positively with each year 
  1314 First impression with DIBELS negatively impacted due to training 
  1315 Reading First grant has helped to create more team work 

1316 Reading First grant has brought many resources that have been 
very valuable and effective for supporting student learning in 
reading. 

1317 Like that there is only three cycles than four – too much testing 
1318 Generally ok with DIBELS, but it’s not critical to driving 

instruction 
1319 Little value because it offers little more than already known by 

teacher who work with them. 
 
2000 - Conducting Assessments 
   

2100 - Knowledge of DIBELS 

2110 How often given 
2111 Description as a timed test 
2112 Required assessment 
2113 Knowledge about why timing is important 
2114 Description of subtests 
 

2200 - Collecting Data - procedures/description 

2210 DIBELS – Whole Class all at once approach 
2211 DIBELS – One student at a time approach 
2212 District Assessments – One-on-one 
2213 Comparison of time efficiency to complete different tests 

    
2300 - DIBELS vs. Other Assessments (Value Comparisons) 

2110 Preference of specific test for use in planning instruction 

• Influenced by immediacy of feedback to teacher on 
how to support student 

• Influenced by familiarity of tests available for use  
2311  Ability to use DIBELS in conjunction with other assessments 

• Influenced by knowledge of DIBELS and what it offers 

• Influenced by knowledge of interpret DIBELS data 
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• Influenced by correspondence of successful outcome 
between DIBELS and other assessments 

2312  Use DIBELS only because it is required  
2313  Absence of district assessment in reading for first grade  
2314 DIBELS more time efficient and less impacting upon instructional 

time 
2315 More emphasis given to other assessments because they drive 

decisions regarding retention at end of year 
   

2400 - Issues related to monitoring student progress 

2410 Influenced by knowledge of administrating and accessing materials 
2411 Awareness of option to give DIBELS more often than 3X a year 
2412 Influenced by level of training to administer and accessibility for 

use 
2413 Direct observations during group/class instruction given higher 

value 
2414 Influenced by availability of others to give DIBELS 
2415 Lack of possibility or awareness of option to retest if measurement 

error suspected – devalues DIBELS. 
2416 Using or making graphs to chart progress 
2417 Involving students in monitoring progress and goal setting 

   
2500 - General Comments about Assessments  

2510 Too much testing in schools and it interferes with instruction 
2511 Too much testing that does not lead to anything valuable to use 
2512 KG PIAP and 1st grade Running Record tests take too long to 

complete whole class 
2513 Following tests are given between KG and 1st grades collectively: 

• KG Flickers (1x at beginning of year) 

• KG PIAP (district assessment) – (5x in year) 

• KG DIBELS (3x in year) 

• KG Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (1x at end of 
year) 

• 1st Grade Running Record (5x in year) 

• 1st Grade DIBELS (3x in year) 

• 1st Grade Standford Achievement Test – 10 (1x at end 
of year) 

 
3000 - Using Data 
 
 3100 - Assigning resources based on DIBELS data (e.g., personnel) 

   

3200 -  Using DIBELS to determine what interventions to give 
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3300    - Using DIBELS for placement decisions (e.g., Spec. Ed or 

Retention) 

 

3400    - Using DIBELS data to determine level or focus of instruction 

(i.e., individual, small group, classroom, or grade level). 

 

3500    - Collaborative problem-solving with grade level colleagues (i.e., 

PLC’s) 

 

3600    - Effective use influenced by frequency of data collection and 

access to raw scores 

3700    - Using qualitative information about students to help interpret 

DIBELS 

 
4000 - Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network (PMRN) 
 

 4100 - Usefulness/Benefits of PMRN reports  

   4110 Communicating with parents 
   4111 Use of colors to read reports 
   

4300 - Preference for specific reports or mention of reports used 

   
4400 - Problems associated with interpreting or accessing reports 

   

4500 - Recommendations for improving the reports/PMRN system 

 
5000 - Student Involvement or Reactions to DIBELS 
 

 5100 - Student Involvement or Reactions to DIBELS 

 

 
6000 - Climate/Culture at School/District Related to Assessments and Standards  
 

6100 - Teacher Self-Efficacy 

6110 Beliefs about educating students 
6111 Coping with changes in teaching standards/testing 
6112 Pressures to teach to the test 
6113 Taking initiative to learn more about DIBELS  

 
6200 - Support for Teachers to Use DIBELS 

6210 Reading Coach Support 
6211 Administration Support 
6212 Training  
6213 Assistants helping in the classroom 



299 
 

 
7000 - Advice to District or State Leaders 
 
 7100 - Need more people to assist with testing/instruction 

 

 7200 - Need more training on the DIBELS 

 

7300    - Access to more intervention materials to use based on DIBELS 

data 

 

7400    - Share more information about what is working at other 

schools 

 

 7500 - Minimize or streamline the amount of testing that is happening 

 
8000 - Other/Misc. 
 

 8100 - Other/Misc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



300 
 

Appendix G4 – Teacher Interview Codes Draft 4 

CODES 
There are 8 broad categories of topics listed below.  The BOLD and UNDERLINED topic headings are the 

codes to use with the transcripts.  Across the broad categories there are 16 Topic Headings for use with the 

transcripts.  Sub-headings listed below the bold/underlined headings are merely there to provide some 

examples of things that would fall under that category.   

 

1000 - Overall Value of DIBELS 
 

 1100 - Benefits Of DIBELS 

   1110 Develop and adjust instructional groups 
   1111 Identify specific skills for targeted instruction 
   1112 Helps to monitor student gains and needs 
   1113 Requires more understanding of reading development 
   1114 Allows for differentiated instruction to support all students 
   1115 Access to raw data allows for developing interventions 

1116 Provides information for supporting student into next grade  
1118 Seems more reliable/objective with someone else assessing 

the student 
   1119 Use of DIBELS has led to increased reading outcomes 

1121 Provides information about who is entering grade with 
necessary prerequisite skills 

   
1200 - Concerns About DIBELS 

 1211 Concerned about using the NWF subtest 
 1212 Questionable validity 
 1213 Doesn’t provide any new information 

1215 Questionable reliability 

 1216 Encourages teaching to the test 
 1217 Not helpful for improving instruction 
 1218 ORF standards are too high 
 1219 Creates negative competition and judgment among teachers  

1220 Too little recognition of student gains when they are still 
below benchmark 

 
 1300 - General Comments of Impact of DIBELS/Reading First Grant 

1310 Teachers have mixed views – basically just another test to 
give.  

1311 Teacher may not know enough about it to appreciate the 
data 

1312 Younger generation teachers seem more open to it than 
older generation 

1313 Overall perceptions seem to increase positively with each 
year 
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1314 First impression with DIBELS negatively impacted due to 
training 

   1315 Reading First grant has helped to create more team work 
1316 Reading First grant has brought many resources that have 

been very valuable and effective for supporting student 
learning in reading. 

1317 Like that there is only three cycles than four – too much 
testing 

1318 Generally ok with DIBELS, but it’s not critical to driving 
instruction 

1319 Little value because it offers little more than already known 
by teacher who work with them. 

1320  Any general statement about liking or disliking but without 
reasons. 

1321 Instructional ideas learned through Reading First are 
helpful in other areas 

 
2000 - Conducting Assessments 
   

2100 - Knowledge of DIBELS 

 2110 How often given 
 2111 Description as a timed test 
 2112 Required assessment 
 2113 Knowledge about why timing is important 
 2114 Description of subtests (without value or judgement) 
 
2200 - Collecting Data - procedures/description 

 2210 DIBELS – Whole Class all at once approach 
 2211 DIBELS – One student at a time approach 
 2212 District Assessments – One-on-one 
 2213 Comparison of time efficiency to complete different tests 

2214 General procedures or description of how long it takes to 
test class 

 2215 Teachers not administering the DIBELS  
    

2300 - DIBELS vs. Other Assessments (Value Comparisons) 

2110 Preference of specific test for use in planning instruction 

• Influenced by immediacy of feedback to teacher on 
how to support student 

• Influenced by familiarity of tests available for use  
2316 Using DIBELS in conjunction with other assessments 

• Influenced by knowledge of DIBELS and what it offers 

• Influenced by knowledge of interpret DIBELS data 
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• Influenced by correspondence of successful outcome 
between DIBELS and other assessments 

2317  Use DIBELS only because it is required  
2318  Absence of district assessment in reading for first grade  
2319  DIBELS more time efficient and less impacting upon 

instructional time 
2320 More emphasis given to other assessments because they 

drive decisions regarding retention at end of year  
2321 Direct observations during group/class instruction given 

higher value 
   

2400 - Issues related to monitoring student progress 

 2410 Knowledge of administrating and accessing materials 
2411 Awareness of option to give DIBELS more often than 3X a 

year 
2412 Influenced by level of training to administer and 

accessibility for use 
 2414 Influenced by availability of others to give DIBELS 

2415 Lack of possibility or awareness of option to retest if 
measurement error suspected – devalues DIBELS. 

2416 Using or making graphs to chart progress 
2417 Involving students in monitoring progress and goal setting 
2418 Description of using other tests for monitoring progress 
2419 Observing as monitoring progress 
 

   
2500 - General Comments about Assessments  

2510 Too much testing in schools and it interferes with 
instruction 

2511 Too much testing that does not lead to anything valuable to 
use 

2512 KG PIAP and 1st grade Running Record tests take too long 
to complete whole class 

2513 Following tests are given between KG and 1st grades 
collectively: 

• KG Flickers (1x at beginning of year) 

• KG PIAP (district assessment) – (5x in year) 

• KG DIBELS (3x in year) 

• KG Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (1x at end of 
year) 

• 1st Grade Running Record (5x in year) 

• 1st Grade DIBELS (3x in year) 

• 1st Grade Standford Achievement Test – 10 (1x at end 
of year) 
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3000 - Using Data 
   
  3100 - Using Data (any data for any assessment) 

3110 Assigning resources based on DIBELS data (e.g., 
personnel) 

3111 Using DIBELS to determine what interventions to give 
3112 Using DIBELS for placement decisions (e.g., Spec. Ed or 

Retention) 
3113    Using DIBELS data to determine level or focus of 

instruction (i.e., individual, small group, classroom, or 
grade level). 

3114    Collaborative problem-solving with grade level colleagues 
(i.e., PLC’s) 

3115    Effective use influenced by frequency of data collection 
and access to raw scores 

3116    Using qualitative information about students to help 
interpret DIBELS 

3117 Description of using other types of assessment data 
 

4000 - Progress Monitoring and Reporting Network (PMRN) 
 

  4100 - Usefulness/Benefits of PMRN reports  

   4110 Communicating with parents 
   4111 Use of colors to read reports 
   4112 Preference for specific reports or mention of reports used 

4113 Problems associated with interpreting or accessing reports 
   4114 Recommendations for improving the reports/PMRN system 
 
5000 - Student Involvement or Reactions to DIBELS 
 

  5100 - Student Involvement or Reactions to DIBELS 

5110 Students feeling anxiety or negativity as a response to 
being tested by the DIBELS. 

 
6000 - Climate/Culture at School/District Related to Assessments and Standards  
 

6100 - Teacher Self-Efficacy 

6110 Beliefs about educating students 
6111 Coping with changes in teaching standards/testing 
6112 Pressures to teach to the test 
6113 Taking initiative to learn more about DIBELS 

 
6200 - Support for Teachers to Use DIBELS 
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 6210 Reading Coach Support 
 6211 Administration Support 
 6212 Training  

6213 Assistants helping in the classroom 
 
  6300 - Expecations/Emphasis/Pressures 

6310 Too much emphasis on fluency and none on 
comprehension 

6311 Too much emphasis on the score when it’s only a snapshot 
6312 State Standards/School Grades by State 

 
7000 - Advice to District or State Leaders 
 
  7100 - Advice related to using the DIBELS 

7110 Need more people to assist with testing/instruction 
   7111 Need more training on the DIBELS 

7112 Access to more intervention materials to use based on 
DIBELS data 

7113 Share more information about what is working at other 
schools 

7114 Minimize or streamline the amount of testing that is 
happening 

   7115 Advise on how to modify the DIBELS test 
 
8000 - Other/Misc. 
 

  8100 - Other/Misc. 

 
 Use this category ONLY if comment talks about anything OTHER THAN reading, 

assessments, school climate/pressures, or teacher talking about herself.  Also use this 

category if teacher does not understand the question and is not providing any 

information. 
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I. General Introduction 

a. Purpose of Study 
i. Descriptive Qualitative Study 

ii. To understand the perceptions and use of DIBELS by teachers at 
elementary schools with Reading First grant. 

b. Research Questions 
i. What attitudes and perceptions exist among persons other than 

teachers who participate in the collection, input, and analysis of 
DIBELS data throughout the school year? 

ii. What are teachers’ perceptions and understandings about DIBELS and 
the PMRN? 

iii. How do teachers’ understandings and use of DIBELS data, as 
presented in the PMRN reports, compare to Reading First experts who 
are provided with the same information? 

c. Participants 
i. Schools 

1. Elementary schools in fourth year of Reading First grant 
implementation. 

2. 15 schools total sampled (teachers, reading coaches, specialists) 
ii. Teachers 

1. KG or 1st grade teachers only (both combined represent all 5 
subtests of DIBELS). 

2. At least 2 years teaching present grade at present school 
3. Aggregated Demographics 

a. 14 teachers (7 KG and 7 First) 
b. Range of years of experience teaching current grade = 1-26 

years; 7 teachers with less than 10 years experience and 7 
above 10 years experience.   

c. Range of age = 21-65. 
d. Range of credentials – 11 teachers with Bachelor’s degree in 

K-12 Teaching, 3 with Masters degree. 
iii. Reading Coaches 

1. 8 participants 
iv. “Specialists” (involved in collection and/or use of DIBELS at Reading 

First schools). 
1. 6 participants 
2. Student Services 
3. ESOL 

v. DIBELS “experts” (individuals at state level who have expertise in use 
of PMRN/DIBELS data) 
1. 2 participants 
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2. Individual interviews reviewing both KG and 1st grade Case 
Studies 

d. Data Collection 
i. All involved audio recording for purposes of transcribing and 

analyzing 
ii. Transcribed data coded  

iii. Patterns observed and reported 
e. General Overview of Findings 

i. Teacher Perceptions of using DIBELS 
1. Complex and unable to sort on dichotomy of like/dislike only. 
2. Perceptions influenced by multiple variables 
3. DIBELS value depends on variable addressed 
4. Differences and Consensus across grades and within grades 

ii. Reading Coach Perceptions of using DIBELS 
iii. Specialists’ Perceptions of using DIBELS 
iv. Teacher/Expert Comparisons of utilizing case study involving PMRN 

reports. 
1. Class Status Report 
2. Student Grade Summary Report 
3. Reading Progress Monitoring Student Cumulative Report 

 
II. Researcher’s Topics in Interviews/Focus Groups 

a. Guided by knowledge of research literature on DIBELS/Reading First 
Grant 

b. Guided by ongoing observations of comments given by each consecutive 
interview/focus group 

c. Overall – Topics addressed through interviews/focus groups 
i. General likes/dislikes about DIBELS 

ii. General value or perceived impact of Reading First Grant at school 
iii. Conducting Assessments at school 
iv. Using data 
v. PMRN reports 

vi. Student reactions to being tested with DIBELS 
vii. Support for teachers in the use of DIBELS at school 

viii. Advice offered by teachers concerning use of DIBELS 
d. Perceptions of DIBELS can be organized into four main topic areas: 

i. Climate/Culture of school 
ii. Support for using DIBELS 

iii. Knowledge of the DIBELS 
iv. Collecting/Using assessment data 

 
III. Teacher Perceptions and Understandings of the DIBELS (What are 

teachers’ perceptions and understandings about DIBELS and the 

PMRN?) 
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a. Climate/Culture of school 
i. Pressures on teacher performance 

1. Teachers feel general sense of pressure by general climate of 
accountability (e.g., NCLB) to increase student performance in 
education. 

2. Most cited teacher competition as initial impact of using DIBELS 
in first couple of years. 

3. More collaboration evolved over time which led to most teachers 
becoming less concerned about being evaluated based on students’ 
DIBELS data. 

4. Emphasis of value implicitly or explicitly stated by 
administrators/district 
a. Overall, most reported that DIBELS has a greater value placed 

on it by the school/district than other assessments. 
b. Most teachers agreed that administrative support and 

encouragement of use of DIBELS is very important to 
influence teacher use of DIBELS. 

c. Some indicated that administrators are important for deflecting 
pressures of accountability outside of school building. 

5. When asked about the source of pressures being felt, one 
kindergarten teacher commented that it existed before DIBELS and 
that much of the resistance towards DIBELS is less about the test 
than about “removing the childhood from the child.”  Too much 
intensity in kindergarten than every before.  “…yes, they get real 
strong on the DIBELS but their behavior hasn’t gone to a place 
that is appropriate for society.” 

6. Pressures also occur on earlier grades from later grades to be sure 
students are ready to enter next grade level (e.g., the pressure at 3rd 
grade gets transferred to lower grades all the way to kindergarten). 

ii. Test Overload 
1. Recognition of all tests given and required frequency of test 

administration 
a. School readiness assessment (KG) – 1x at start of year. 
b. District-wide assessment (KG) – 5x in year. 
c. Running Records (1st) – 5x in year 
d. DIBELS – (KG/1st) – 3x in year 
e. Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) – (KG/1st) – 1x at 

end of year. 
f. Standford Achievement Test 10th Edition (SAT-10) – (1st) – 1x 

at end of year. 
2. All teachers voiced concerns about the quantity of testing that is 

taking place in district. 
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a. Some voiced amazement that children are even learning at all 
with all the missed instructional times due to testing. 

b. Only two of the 14 teachers were interested in learning how to 
give DIBELS themselves for progress monitoring while all 
others rejected idea because of too much testing already in their 
responsibility. 

c. Amount of testing and types of testing were important factors 
in teacher’s perceptions of DIBELS (see below). 

3. All teachers indicated they needed more personnel to help with 
collecting assessments in the classroom, including DIBELS (Title 
1 teachers are pulled away from instruction during DIBELS cycles 
to help with collecting DIBELS data). 

b. Supports/Resources available through Reading First grant-  All teachers 
praised the Reading First grant for various supports and or resources it 
provides schools. 
i. The most valuable is the full-time Reading Coach 

1. Helps coordinate DIBELS data collection and data entry 
2. Provides technical assistance to teachers about how to use DIBELS 

data and other assessment data for making instructional decisions. 
3. Helps set up/create/introduce various activities/instructional 

programs for classrooms 
4. Helps set up classroom libraries 
5. Provides training on DIBELS/PMRN 
6. Provides PMRN reports  

a. All teachers indicated this as important because they don’t 
have access to color printers are dependent on Reading Coach 
to provide color reports 

b. Some print their own reports but then have to color them in 
because they value the color aspects of the PMRN reports (see 
below) 

7. Provides modeling/coaching for teaching reading 
8. Coordinates visits to other schools that are modeling effective 

practice. 
9. Accessible and knowledgeable to answer any questions related to 

reading or DIBELS. 
10. Some Reading Coaches established book clubs to help teachers 

increase their knowledge of reading development and reading 
instruction 

ii. Instructional materials was the next most talked about benefit of the 
Reading First grant. 
1. Teachers value the amount of books that they could supply their 

classrooms with. 
2. Various other instructional aids have been valuable to teachers. 
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iii. Less common positive impact reported (only 1 teacher) was that 
Reading First grant and use of DIBELS has forced educators to learn 
more about reading development and reading instruction. 

iv. Training 
1. None of the teachers reported attending any district level trainings 

on the use of DIBELS.  However, one teacher indicated she did get 
trained on how to administer the DIBELS. 

2. Some teachers who see a positive value in the use of DIBELS felt 
most teachers don’t value the DIBELS because they don’t have 
sufficient information about what it is and how to use the 
information from it to guide instruction – to them it’s just another 
test. 

3. All indicated receiving some training from their Reading Coach on 
school grounds. 
a. Some training was focused on utilizing various intervention 

programs for students. 
b. Those who reported attending the first mandatory training at 

the start of the grant complained about the format – the trainers 
read to them word-for-word from the training manual (scripted 
training).  This apparently has been changed in response to 
teacher concerns over this training format. 

c. Most indicated some general training or technical assistance 
received on how to use the colors and numbers to identify 
struggling students and allocate resources based on the 
DIBELS information (e.g., Title 1 assistants, participation in 
Great Leaps reading program, etc.). 

4. Some indicated general interest in participating in future trainings 
if they provided more information about the development and 
research on DIBELS and how to link it to instruction. 

5. Only two of the 14 teachers indicated an interest in learning to use 
DIBELS for monitoring progress and administering it themselves. 
Most declined this out of concern that there is too much testing 
already. 

6. Some teachers reported they had not received any formal training 
on what the DIBELS is, what it assesses, or why it is timed.  And 
yet, others indicated at least receiving such information more 
informally through working with the Reading Coach or through 
learning on own. 

7. One teacher reported learning that DIBELS Oral Reading Fluency 
is a predictor of reading success in later grades. 

c. Knowledge of the DIBELS 
i. DIBELS as a Benchmark Assessment 

1. All teachers indicated knowledge of the DIBELS being 
administered three times a year. 



312 
 

2. All teachers reported knowledge of it being a required test at 
schools with a Reading First grant. 

ii. DIBELS as a timed test. 
1. Some teachers do not see value in the DIBELS because it is timed. 

a. Don’t see correspondence with DIBELS and district 
assessments or classroom observations. 
i. Ex. Student’s who do well on district assessment for letter 

naming in kindergarten or oral reading on Running Records 
in first grade, but then do poorly on Letter-Naming Fluency 
or Oral Reading Fluency, respectively, on the DIBELS. 

ii. Some indicated DIBELS only corresponds with district 
assessments for students that are struggling (e.g., low on 
both DIBELS and district assessments) 

b. 6 of the 7 kindergarten teachers voiced concerns about the 
appropriateness of timing kindergarten students. 
i. Some mostly concerned with timing in the first cycle since 

kindergarten students are not used to being tested. 
ii. Others feel it is too much pressure on very young children. 

iii. These teachers were concerned about student’s feeling 
anxious about being timed. 

c. Most teachers reported DIBELS as a kind of “speed” test. 
i. Most concerned that the DIBELS values speed instead of 

comprehension of what is read. 
ii. Some reported greater value in students reading slow but 

with comprehension rather than fast without 
comprehension. 

2. Those that reported positive perceptions of the DIBELS did not 
indicate any concerns about the DIBELS being timed and also 
reported finding correspondence with other assessments and/or 
teacher observations (in both grade levels). 

3. Couple of teachers reported they prepare students for the timing by 
“making a game of it”  

iii. DIBELS – What it measures 
1. Some teachers reported having difficulty remembering the specific 

subtests in the DIBELS and/or what the acronyms stand for. 
2. Some teachers reported seeing a correspondence with what the 

DIBELS measures and what their classroom district assessments 
measure. 

3. Of those that do see a correspondence between the DIBELS and 
their district assessments, some don’t see value in DIBELS 
because it doesn’t provide any new information beyond what their 
district assessments provide or what they observe in the classroom. 

4. Some kindergarten teachers did not value DIBELS because they 
perceive very little correspondence – only Letter Naming Fluency 
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and Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF) as being close to what 
the district assessment measures. 

5. Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) 
a. 5 of 14 teachers voiced concerns about using the NWF subtest. 

i. One referred to it as the “silly” test because it uses 
nonwords. 

ii. These teachers saw concerns in students being confused on 
NWF when they try to apply the strategies they are being 
taught in the classroom to figure out a word they don’t 
know by thinking of words they do know that look like it or 
begin with the same sound/letter – the effect is that they 
lose time. 

iii. These teachers generally reported a feeling that the NWF 
subtest is inappropriate because the goal of reading is to 
help students read real words. 

b. 5 of the 14 teachers voiced positive uses regarding the NWF 
subtest. 
i. When asked about any concerns using the NWF subtest, 

these teachers generally reported that it tells you if the 
student can sound out a word they don’t know. 

ii. Some of these teachers reported value in the NWF subtest 
for their students to identify their letter-sound 
correspondence skills (especially with using short vowel 
sounds). 

iii. These teachers reported that the raw protocols on which 
NWF data is collected is more valuable then the NWF 
score itself because they can observe it for patterns in 
student errors to inform instruction 

c. Remaining 4 teachers did not report any perceptions on the use 
of NWF subtest. 

6. Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF) 
a. 2 of the first grade teachers reported concerns about the PSF 

subtest because they feel it confuses students when they are 
being taught to blend sounds together to make words and then 
tested to see how they break words into sounds. 

b. Some teachers (across both grade levels) reported a positive 
value in the PSF subtest because it is similar to either what is 
measured in kindergarten on district assessments or because it 
helps teacher to determine if student has phonemic awareness 
skills. 

7. Initial Sound Fluency (ISF) 
a. Only one teacher reported concern about the ISF subtest. 
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b. Specifically, feels it is invalid because of the vocabulary labels 
given for certain pictures that might be labeled something 
different by a student. 

c. This teacher did not have any concerns with the procedures for 
administration of the ISF or the pictures themselves – only the 
chosen vocabulary labels assigned to certain pictures (e.g., 
“grass” vs. “yard”). 

8. Letter Naming Fluency (LNF) 
a. No teacher reported any concerns about the LNF subtest.   
b. However, some kindergarten teachers indicated concerns of the 

timing of DIBELS as leading to lack of correspondence 
between letter naming ability on DIBELS vs. district 
assessments (i.e., meeting expectation on one and not the 
other). 

c. None of the teachers indicated any value in this subtest except 
for a general indicator for early kindergarten to see if they are 
ready to learn how to read. 

9. Oral Reading Fluency 
a. First grade teachers have mixed views on this subtest. 
b. Because of timing, some see it is a kind of speed reading test. 
c. Others see it as an indicator of being able to comprehend text. 
d. Some have trouble seeing correspondence between DIBELS 

ORF and Running Record performances (i.e., low ORF score 
and high Running Record score). 
i. Of these specific reports about lack of correspondence with 

Running Records, none indicated a student profile where 
ORF is high and Running Record is low. 
e. Some first grade teachers see it as having value in 

determining readiness for second grade. 
f. One teacher felt ORF criteria at end of first grade was 

too high – concerned that students are being pushed to 
read fast instead of taking time to comprehend what 
they read. 

10. Comprehension - Some teachers indicated they saw less value in 
the DIBELS because it does not measure comprehension. 

iv. DIBELS as Progress Monitoring Tool 
1. All teachers were asked if they use DIBELS for progress 

monitoring more frequently than the three times a year for 
benchmark on students who are struggling. 

2. All teachers indicated they do not and instead rely on district 
assessments and/or observations during small group instruction 
with students to guide instruction day to day. 
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3. Only one teacher indicated creating graphs to track student 
performance and the development of teacher-made materials to 
assess skills using a one-minute timing. 

4. Two teachers indicated an interest in learning how to use DIBELS 
for progress monitoring and felt that it would be more useful than 
DIBELS benchmark data to guide instructional decisions for 
struggling students. 

5. One teacher who was trained in administering DIBELS reported 
not being able to use DIBELS for progress monitoring due to lack 
of materials – only access to those being used for Benchmark 
Assessments. 

6. No teacher reported any knowledge of being able to access 
DIBELS materials from websites for use in the classroom to 
monitor progress of students. 

7. When asked if interested in learning how to administer DIBELS 
for use as a progress monitoring tool, most indicated no interest 
due to feeling overwhelmed with current testing responsibilities. 

d. Collecting and Using Data 
i. Collecting Data 

1. Two general procedures reported for collecting Benchmark 
Assessment data on DIBELS: 
a. Whole class goes to Media Center and work on computers 

while each student is assessed by one of 5-7 people collecting 
DIBELS. 

b. DIBELS testers come to classroom and take one student at a 
time to nearby quiet area to test. 

c. Both reported as being quick and efficient processes. 
2. Students working with testers other than teacher 

a. All teachers indicated a concern, some greater than others, 
about students being tested by someone they do not recognize 
or feel comfortable with. 

b. Some teachers indicated this is mostly a concern only during 
first cycle. 

c. Some teachers indicated students less affected when person 
giving the assessment, or when Reading Coach, visits students 
before testing to explain the test and set the climate for 
participation. 

d. Most students ok because people testing them are often Title 1 
personnel who work at the school daily. 

e. A few teachers indicated value in someone else collecting 
DIBELS data – seems to make information more objective and 
reliable when it matches what teacher is seeing in the 
classroom. 

3. Quality of notes on test protocols 
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a. Some teachers indicated high value in qualitative notes added 
to test protocols to further aid teachers in the interpretation of 
scores (e.g., not feeling well, shy, etc.) 

b. Teachers reported different testers lead to different use of 
qualitative notes – some helpful, some not. 

4. DIBELS vs. district assessments – Benchmark Assessments 
a. All teachers reported value in how quick DIBELS is collected 

compared to district assessments in the classroom. 
b. All teachers reported value in someone else collecting the data 

– controlling for strangers as testers – because they are 
overwhelmed with their own assessment responsibilities. 

c. Although teachers have a value for someone else collecting the 
DIBELS data, some indicated concerns about not finding as 
much usefulness in the data because they are not giving the test 
– cannot observe qualitative aspects of student performance. 
i. Access to raw data on protocols improves situation. 

ii. Inclusion of qualitative notes by tester improves situation. 
5. DIBELS vs. district assessments – Progress Monitoring 

a. All teachers indicated using a combination of district 
assessments and teacher observations in the classroom/small 
group instructional setting to monitor student progress. 

b. Influenced by lack of training, knowledge, personnel, and/or 
time to administer DIBELS for progress monitoring. 

ii. Using data 
1. Preference for assessment(s) to inform instructional decision 

making. 
a. Of the teachers who reported positive perceptions and value on 

the use of DIBELS, all indicated a preference for using 
multiple sources of data to inform or guide instruction.  At the 
very least, some of these teachers used DIBELS data to 
confirm results of other assessments/observations – when 
different, they seek to understand why. 

b. Of the teachers who reported negative perceptions and value on 
the use of DIBELS, all indicated preference for using district 
assessments and/or observations to inform or guide instruction.  
Only use DIBELS mainly because it is required – but DIBELS 
doesn’t offer anything new beyond what district assessments 
and observations reveal about students. 

c. Preference for what data is used seems to be influenced by 
knowledge of DIBELS. 

d. All teachers reported a greater emphasis placed on the use of 
DIBELS at their schools through meetings with either Reading 
Coach, administrators, student services personnel, and/or Title 
1 personnel. 
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2. Data to form and adjust instructional groups 
a. Teachers who prefer a multiple data source approach reported 

positive value in DIBELS helping to form instructional groups 
and assist in adjusting group membership through the year. 
i. Some teachers used DIBELS data to organize their reading 

center activities. 
ii. Some teachers reported positive value in using FCRR 

binder of instructional activities. 
b. Teachers who preferred district assessments to guide 

instruction did not report any positive value in using DIBELS 
to form instructional groups 
i. Describe DIBELS as “just another test we have to give.” 

ii. Describe DIBELS as unhelpful because it doesn’t reveal 
anything new beyond the district assessment data or 
observations made in classroom. 

3. Data to determine interventions or placement in programs 
a. Working in grade level teams 

i. All teachers reported they often meet as a grade level team 
(at least once a month) to discuss data and observations of 
students who need more help. 

ii. All teachers reported meeting with Reading Coach at least 
after each DIBELS cycle to go through DIBLES data and 
develop strategies to increase grade level/classroom level 
scores 

b. Assigning students to reading programs/Small Group 
Instruction 
i. Most teachers reported that they use assessment 

information to identify students who needs more help in 
reading. 
1. Only some reported explicitly using the DIBELS to 

determine what students are provided. 
ii. Some teachers reported specific reading programs that are 

provided to students who are identified needing help in 
reading based on either the DIBELS or classroom 
assessments: 
1. Great Leaps 
2. SRA Open Court 
3. HeadSprout 
4. Teacher developed reading activities 
5. FCRR reading activities (“FCRR binder”) 

iii. All teachers reported they provide interventions and 
supports to struggling student during small group 
instruction 

c. Title 1/Classroom Volunteers 
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i. On the topic of using data, many of the reports given by 
teachers indicated the use of Title 1 teaching assistants or 
classroom volunteers. 

ii. Some reported DIBELS is used to decide which classroom 
Title 1 support is given. 

iii. Other reported using DIBELS/classroom assessments to 
identify who should get Title 1 help. 

iv. Title 1 small group setting reported as an intervention – 
only some teachers explicitly indicated use of a 
program/activity in that setting (e.g., Great Leaps). 

d. Retention/ESE Referral 
i. Most of the kindergarten teachers reported using 

DIBELS/Classroom assessments to make retention 
decisions and/or to identify students for referral for ESE 
evaluation/consideration. 

ii. None of the first grade teachers indicated any use of 
DIBELS at their school for making retention decisions.  
One first grade teacher indicated retention decisions were 
made only based on district assessments. 

iii. Some teachers (all grades) indicated that DIBELS is looked 
at by support staff (e.g., student services personnel) when a 
student is being considered for ESE placement. 

4. Using PMRN 
a. Accessing PMRN online 

i. Most of the teachers (all grades) reported they access the 
PMRN to download data reports. 
1. All of these teachers only use the PMRN for accessing 

the Parent Letter. 
a. Parent letter seen as very valuable tool for 

communicating with parents on where student is 
instructionally at and how to support at home. 

b. Some teachers supplement or highlight sections of 
the Parent Letter to make more useful or efficient 
for parents (e.g., notes/comments). 

2. A few teachers indicated accessing the PMRN more 
than 3x a year to identify and compare student 
performances across the year. 

ii. A few teachers indicated they never access the reports 
online because they are provided to them by the Reading 
Coach. 

iii. Teachers don’t have access to color printers. 
iv. Most of the teachers who access the PMRN or use the 

reports it generates reported only knowing how to use the 
colors and scores to identify student needs. 
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b. Reading Coach support 
i. Reading Coach provides reports and technical assistance to 

grade level teams and individual teachers on interpreting 
reports at the grade and classroom level. 

ii. Teachers all indicated, regardless of comfort level for 
PMRN/Reports or knowledge of DIBELS, that they would 
not be able to utilize the data as well as they do without the 
guidance and support of the Reading Coach.   

iii. All teachers commented great concern about possibly 
losing their Reading Coach when the grant is expired and 
the impact it would have on their use of the DIBELS data at 
their school. 

c. Preference for specific reports (other than parent letter).  
i. Most showed or described using the Class Status Report as 

their preference. 
ii. Some described a “box and whiskers” format. 

1. All but one of these teachers reported confusion about 
that style of data display. 

2. One teacher reported learning just recently from the 
Reading Coach that goal is to get the boxes smaller and 
above the expectation for the cycle. 

iii. No other reports were mentioned or reported by teachers. 
 

IV. Perceptions of DIBELS by Reading Coaches (What attitudes and 

perceptions exist among persons other than teachers who participate in 

the collection, input, and analysis of DIBELS data throughout the school 

year?) 

 

a. Climate/Culture of School 
i. Work load 

1. Perceptions there is not enough time to use the assessment or data  
2. Teachers have too much on their plate regarding the assessment of 

students and paperwork – DIBELS as one more thing imposed on 
them to do. 

3. Teachers are burdened with so much paperwork and 
responsibilities to complete many other types of assessments which 
offer less information for instructional planning. 

4. Teachers are resistant to DIBELS many times because it is one 
more thing that when added all up, a great deal of instructional 
time is being lost.   

ii. Level of administrator involvement, direction, and emphasis on use of 
DIBELS 
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1. If administrators do not value data analysis and data utilization 
along with holding staff accountable, then DIBELS is less likely to 
be used or valued.  

2. Leadership is essential for the use of DIBELS. 
3. The issue around why some leaders may not demonstrate explicit 

support for DIBELS may be less to do with their perceived value 
of it as much as competing demands of other responsibilities 
placed on them by the district – too much on their plates to have 
direct and consistent involvement. 

4. Reading Coaches see need to take initiative by taking data to the 
principal and communicating often with them.  Reading Coaches 
job to show and demonstrate, consistently, the utility of DIBELS 
data. 

5. Some principals may not have time to review the data often, but 
entrust a few to do that and provide input to staff. 

iii. Need culture of valuing the use of data to make changes to 
curriculum/instruction 
1. Reading Coaches reported that schools need to have a culture of 

valuing the use of data to make decisions. 
2. Teachers and administrators many times need to be lead to using 

the data 
b. Supports/Resources Available 

i. Role of Reading Coach 
1. Technical support (data analysis; data utilization; accessing 

reports)  
a. Grade level focus 
b. Classroom level focus  
c. Individual student level focus 
d. Identify growth made at each level for each cycle 

2. Modeling lessons/research-based interventions or programs 
3. Ensuring fidelity and integrity of instructional approaches being 

used 
4. Support teacher needs/questions about instruction and data analysis 
5. On-site training on use of DIBELS 
6. Demonstrate the utility for DIBELS and help others see the value 

of it  
a. Meeting with individual teachers 
b. Meeting with grade level teams 
c. Meeting with School Leadership Team/Administrators  
d. Develop plans to increase growth to next cycle 
e. Share raw data sheets with teachers and encourage them to 

review them for patterns. 
7. Coordinate DIBELS collection efforts  

a. Benchmark assessments 3x a year. 
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b. Progress monitoring 
i. Teachers just now seeing value of progress monitoring in 

forth year of implementation. 
ii. Reading Coach’s unsure how well others will embrace 

without teacher support and encouragement to engage in 
progress monitoring 

iii. Teachers may be apprehensive about progress monitoring 
due to fear of results. 

ii. Reading Coach efforts to increase teachers’ value or use of DIBELS 
1. Teachers feel validated when Reading Coach and other support 

personnel work with the teacher to better understand why a student 
did not perform well (e.g., understanding a student’s home life, or 
conditions of the testing session, etc.). 

2. Teachers find value in data analysis when they see direct link to 
making plans for improving performances of students that involves 
others so that the teacher is no alone. 

3. Holding individual conferences with teachers and grade level 
teams have helped teachers find value in using the DIBELS 
through Reaching Coach support and encouragement. 

 
c. Teachers’ Knowledge of DIBELS 

i. Sharing research on correlation between DIBELS and FCAT helped 
increase value of DIBELS among teachers. 

ii. Many teachers are still seeing the DIBELS as another high stakes test 
rather than a progress monitoring tool to guide instruction. 

iii. Reading Coach perceptions of student reactions to being tested with 
DIBELS 
1. Reading Coaches validated teacher concerns that many students 

(especially KG students) do not test well with adults they are not 
familiar with. 
a. Changes implemented to deal with this that have been found 

helpful: 
i. RC’s or assessors spend time in the classrooms more prior 

to testing cycles and engage in student activities. 
ii. Provide students prior to testing what they will be asked to 

do and what to expect. 
2. Reading Coaches try to explain to KG teachers that the first cycle 

is not a reflection of their teaching, but rather more of a 
measurement of students’ incoming knowledge and ability to 
follow directions. 

3. Reading Coaches feel teachers still feel pressure that they will be 
held accountable for the first DIBELS cycle with KG students 
despite Reading Coaches reassurance that it is not. 
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4. 1st grade students reactions to NWF – most get used to it quickly 
by the mid to end of the first grade and beyond – no longer an 
issue of trying to “make it a real word”.   
5. When training sheet for NWF subtest – called “SIM and LUT 

page”, most students usually say immediately before directions 
are given, “SIM/LUT” because they’ve seen it before. 

6. RCs concerned about the direction of NWF offering student 
option to say sounds or whole word because many first graders 
will often sound out and then also say whole word – this loses 
them time. 

7. Are they doing this because it is being modeled to them in the 
instructions? 

iv. Specific Subtests - NWF 
1. RC’s validated teacher reactions to the NWF test as a test that 

should not be used. 
2. Teachers say to RCs that students are trying to make them real 

words by reading with long vowel sounds because they’ve been 
taught to use that strategy when trying to read/decode a word 
they’ve not seen before. 

3. RCs see a larger pattern where in the curriculum students are being 
introduced to final-e patterns and long vowel sounds mid-year.  
Most first graders are showing decreased performances during this 
mid cycle of DIBELS on NWF because of long vowel vs. short 
vowel. 

4. RCs try to educate teachers about NWF subtest by emphasizing 
value of decoding as well as sight word reading skills. 

5. Better that a student demonstrates a strategy that is consistently 
applied but wrong, instead of no strategy at all – just guessing. 

6. RCs have introduced “word work” activities that have helped 
teachers support student learning of decoding skills and strategies. 

7. Over the years, students become very familiar with the nonsense 
words and no longer becomes an issue for most of them. 

8. Questions about students in green or blue range of performance if 
they only give letter sounds instead of whole, blended, words – use 
raw data sheets to identify this.  Value in the new addition by 
FCRR to include measure of whole words read on NWF subtest. 

9. The raw data for NWF is invaluable to see how the student attacks 
a word (e.g., segment all sounds and then blend whole word; 
segment initial sound and then read whole word; or just read whole 
word, etc.). 

10. Adding new measurement of number of words read still not as 
valuable as teachers looking at patterns in the raw data. 

d. Collecting and Using Assessment Data 
i. Data Collection Procedures 
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1. Teachers feel more comfortable and trusting of the DIBELS data 
when the same person collects the data each cycle for their class. 

2. Some described a process of either the whole class coming to the 
media center or DIBELS assessors pulling students one at a time to 
nearby quiet rooms for testing. 

ii. Reading Coach perceptions of teachers using DIBELS 
1. 1st year vs. 4th year of implementation – evolution of teacher 

acceptance and use 
2. In beginning, teachers accepted DIBELS data that validated their 

expectations of a student and did not value DIBELS data for 
students who did not perform well on it. 

3. Took long time for teachers to see value of DIBELS (approx. 2-3 
years). 

4. Some teachers find the DIBELS more reliable because someone 
else conducts the assessment – a sense it is more objective. 

5. In 4th year of implementation teachers trained to give some 
subtests of DIBELS to some students – many found more value in 
DIBELS through this.  Doing it helps them understand it more. 

iii. DIBELS vs. other assessments 
1. People administering the DIBELS need to be taking detailed notes 

about the children they’ve tested or some kind of indicator to know 
to go to the teacher and give them lots of information beyond the 
score.  Going back to the teacher is one of the best ways to better 
understand why a student may not have performed well on the test.  
It’s additional information (quantitative + qualitative). 

2. RCs all agree that sharing the raw DIBELS scoring sheets help 
make the data more valuable for teachers. 

3. Without looking at the raw data, the color itself may not indicate 
what to do to help that student. 

4. Using the raw data to find patterns is the role of the teacher – to 
use that information. 

iv. Teacher’s Level of Proficiency in the use of DIBELS data 
1. Teachers are inundated with so much data, but are unsure how to 

make use of it all at once. 
2. Variability exists in teacher willingness to take the next step in 

data analysis and data utilization – differences in reactions to 
change and new concepts. 

3. Teachers need much more support and training on how to use 
multiple sources of data to make decisions about a student’s needs. 
(e.g., if student is low on DIBELS but is passing district 
assessment teacher will not provide interventions). 

4. Some teachers are still having difficulty seeing the correlation 
between fluency and comprehension. 
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5. Some teachers put too much emphasis on DIBELS at the expense 
of ignoring other measures/assessments and at the expense of only 
focusing on fluency. 

v. Views on the use of PMRN reports by teachers/administrators 
1. Teachers needs more help to learn how to use the reports – more 

training. 
2. KG and 1st grade teachers often seem more proficient at using the 

reports. 
3. Some teachers are simply more proactive in using them and are 

more independent at accessing their own data online – teacher self-
efficacy in using data. 

4. Relates to the evolution of Reading First grant: teachers are only 
now reaching a point where they are reading to begin embracing 
the use of the reports and using them to make instructional 
decisions. 

5. Data analysis is a less tangible process for many educators – need 
continued support for staff to reach a level of independence in this 
skill. 

6. RC’s have to sometimes encourage teachers to use them by sitting 
with them one-on-one and consistently following up with them 
until they find the value in doing it themselves. This also relates 
the barrier of not enough time.  Some teachers may have the skills 
but don’t feel they have the time. 

7. Teachers will embrace using the reports when they see the value in 
them. 

e. Advice 
i. Concerns about the use of DIBELS 

1. Critical decisions being made on very small snapshots of student 
performance 
a. It’s just a snapshot and yet big decisions are being made on a 

snapshot (e.g., retention and special education consideration).   
2. In the Future 

a. Concerns about teachers taking full ownership of conducting 
the DIBELS assessment out of fear that objectivity will be lost 
through bias or poor standardization. 
i. Teachers in first grade have about 45 minutes to an hour 

that they could dedicate to testing each day (during reading 
center times).  Even with that time, it would take more than 
a week to complete the whole class alone. Then add that 
time three for each type of test being done in the district – 
that is valuable instructional time for small group lessons 
that is lost. 
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ii. Even with an assistant or sub, instructional time will be 
affected because the teacher still needs to plan for the 
sub/assistant ahead of time. 

3. Concerns about fidelity of use among non-Reading First schools. 
ii. Allow PMRN to generate graphs that reflect the correlation between 

students’ oral reading fluency and later performance on 3rd grade 
FCAT. 

iii. Reading Coaches are needed! 
1. To make sure new teachers have the support they need to learn 

how to use the DIBELS effectively (i.e., turnover rates). 
2. To support teachers who are at different levels of understanding 

and proficiency in the use of DIBELS. 
3. Giving the DIBELS administration over to the teachers completely 

could threaten the validity as many teachers still see it as a test that 
they NEED to pass; or as a test that could be used against them 
regarding their effectiveness as a teacher. 

4. To coordinate data collection and analysis activities.  No one else 
at the schools is currently trained to do this – a full time job. 

iv. If teachers are to take over using and coordinating the use of DIBELS, 
including the analysis and utilization of that data, they’ll need: 
1. more planning time 
2. something needs to be taken away – district typically adds more 

stuff but rarely takes anything away.  Teachers cannot be doing 
Common Assessments, Kaplan, DIBELS, and Project Focus 
assessments on their own.  And then add more progress monitoring 
with DIBELS – it’s too much.  Something has to give. 

3. District needs to prioritize the assessments they are demanding 
teachers to use. 

4. Additional personnel in the classroom to sub or team teach to 
allow time for the teachers to give assessments reliably and 
analyze the data for use. 

5. Asking teachers to be responsible for testing students with 
DIBELS without taking other assessment requirements away is 
unrealistic and/or lead to valuable instructional time being lost. 

v. Need more progress monitoring and focus on the students growth in 
relation to interventions given. 

vi. Teachers and administrators need to pay more attention to a student’s 
growth (i.e., score) in relation to standard rather than simply the color 
of the performance. 

 
V. Perceptions of DIBELS by “Specialists” (What attitudes and perceptions 

exist among persons other than teachers who participate in the collection, 

input, and analysis of DIBELS data throughout the school year?) 
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a. Culture/Climate of School 
i. RF schools vs. Non RF schools 

1. Observed number of referrals for psychological evaluations have 
decreased as a function of using DIBELS data at RF schools. 

2. Observed that DIBELS is used to refer students for psychological 
assessments even when other assessment data indicates student is 
performing within average range at Non-RF schools. 

3. Day and Night differences in the amount of explicit and direct 
teaching of focused skills in KG and 1st grades (e.g., phonemic 
awareness) – diagnosticians are seeing big differences in students 
being assessed at RF and NRF schools on nationally norm-
referenced achievement tests in reading. 

ii. Climate for teachers right now very punitive and intense.  Many 
teachers feel pressured to teach to the test out of fear of being judged 
professionally based on the DIBELS scores. 

iii. Leadership plays a huge role in setting the right climate. 
b. Support/Resources Available 

i. Role and Importance of Reading Coach: 
1. Provide training to DIBELS assessment team each year and in 

some cases before each cycle to ensure standardization procedures 
are known and followed for administering the DIBELS. 

2. Reading Coaches should have a stronger role in coordinating 
interventions with teachers for students. 

3. FCRR provided schools with large intervention binders with 
assorted collection of intervention ideas organized by skill area.  
Teachers don’t have time to utilize this resource; RCs can help 
with this by being familiar with the activities and offering 
recommendations to teachers when they meet with them to go over 
the DIBELS data after each cycle. 

ii. Teachers valuing the use of DIBELS data influenced by: 
1. Available time 
2. Access to color printer 
3. Motivation to use it 
4. Seeing the usefulness of it over time 
5. Teachers are overwhelmed by the amount of testing that is taking 

place 
6. Using graphs increases value for teachers, especially for progress 

monitoring data (line graphs).  More “ah-ha” moments. 
iii. Observed the following has led to more acceptance and increases in 

value of DIBELS by teachers: 
1. Follow up with teachers after assessment cycle to share results 

quickly. 
2. Share qualitative observations of students with the teacher as they 

relate to the DIBELS performance. 
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3. Show teacher actual DIBELS raw data/protocols 
4. Going into the classrooms before assessment cycles to give 

students advanced understanding of what they will be asked to do 
and given directions for how to participate in the assessment 
process. 

c. Teachers’ Knowledge of DIBELS 
i. Observed that teachers at RF schools have evolved in their acceptance 

and use of DIBELS over time. 
ii. Teachers concerned about it being a timed test and therefore not as 

valid a measure 
iii. Concerns about the test being given by different people throughout the 

year who are unfamiliar with the students 
iv. Reflections on the NWF subtest. 

1. Specialist observations do not necessarily agree or disagree with 
teacher comments on this subtest – most likely because of the 
unique background of the specialists (e.g., diagnosticians). 

2. Emphasized the importance of the Reading Coach to help teachers 
and staff understand the importance and usefulness of the NWF 
measure. 

3. At Non-RF schools, observed teachers who have backgrounds in 
reading have refused to use the NWF subtest or at least refuse 
using the results – find it has no value to read such words. 

v. Sharing research on DIBLES/Reading Development 
1. Agree that this would help increase value of DIBEL among 

teachers 
2. It would provide more context for why the DIBELS is so useful. 
3. Administrators need to know this information just as well 
4. Sharing such information may not help them interpret the results 

better, but at least help them see the benefit of using it. 
d. Collecting and Using Assessment Data 

i. Observations that people collecting DIBELS data are more accurate 
when ongoing training and coaching are available – especially when 
assessment team members will be testing a different grade than before 
or it’s been a long time since they worked with a specific grade 
level/subtest. 

ii. Observations of assessing special populations (ESOL, Spec Ed, 
Speech, etc.) with DIBELS 
1. Helpful if same person keeps working with them who is familiar 

with them – to differentiate more accurately an error vs a foreign 
accent for example. 

2. Students who have special needs or circumstances may show a 
more true or valid performance with someone they know and have 
worked with before. 
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3. Sometimes it may be helpful to at least have a system in place that 
communicates specific student circumstances or characteristics that 
would need to be considered before working with such students 
regardless of who collects the information. 

4. Also recommended for progress monitoring since it is often not 
possible for the same person to do all the progress monitoring on a 
particular student because of schedules. 

5. Increases value of results when data and observations during 
testing are immediately shared with teacher. 

iii. Observations of procedures for collecting DIBELS at different 
schools: 
1. Different at different schools. 
2. Procedures adopted by a given school not observed to change over 

the years, but become more efficient. 
3. Original choice of approach observed to be adopted by the 

influence of what seemed possible (i.e., staff available, schedules, 
structural arrangement of school). 

iv. Teachers conducting progress monitoring 
1. 06-07 first year some teachers asked to give DIBELS to some 

students for progress monitoring. 
2. Observed teachers have problems with this because: 
3. Time available to engage in activity 
4. Teachers don’t feel they get out of it as much as when someone 

else had done it and brings them the information and observation 
notes. 

5. Lack of suitable space to conduct the assessment without 
distraction or interruption – no one else to watch the other students 

6. Teachers at RF schools seem more ready to understand the role of 
progress monitoring than teachers at Non RF schools. 

v. Teachers administering DIBELS in absence of DIBELS assessment 
team or Reading Coach: 
1. Unrealistic 
2. Teachers would need extra personnel regardless, to watch rest of 

class or else reliability and/or validity of results threatened.  
3. Similar problem to that faced by KG teachers currently with PIAP 

assessment 
4. Even if other kids are provided with independent activities, teacher 

conducting assessment alone with DIBELS could take weeks to 
complete whole class with allotted time available to teachers for 
such activities. 

5. Some have observed KG and 1st grade teachers who have taken 
initiative to do their own DIBELS assessments while intern 
covered class – these teachers did not require someone to come 
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back to them after DIBELS cycles (when someone else is 
collecting the information) to help them interpret it.  

6. Some teachers will be able to do this and be motivated to do this, 
but not likely that all teachers will – should be voluntary for 
teachers to do it rather than forcing people to do one more thing. 

7. Teachers in upper grades should be more encouraged to conduct 
their own DIBELS on at least those students who are not 
comprehending.  Much less of the assessments in upper grades 
correspond with the content measured in DIBELS. 

vi. Teachers don’t find value in DIBELS to drive instructional decision 
making. 
1. Teachers showing preference for Running Records even though 

not a fluency assessment – teachers need more information about 
the importance of fluency. 

2. Some teachers need to be more flexible about organizing student 
reading groups in the beginning weeks of school as the first cycle 
of DIBELS data is acquired. – this should be reviewed throughout 
the year as student’s progress in their skills. 

vii. Analyzing DIBELS data: 
1. Teachers need to put more emphasis on student growth rather than 

focusing only on the color. 
2. Educators need to be watching the student’s trend rather than their 

single performance on one assessment cycle. 
3. Teachers needs more guidance and support/training on how to use 

multiple sources of data. 
VI. Case Study Comparative Analysis Between Teachers and DIBELS 

Experts 

 
a. Two Experts in the use of DIBELS/PMRN were separately and 

independently asked to review 1 KG case study and 1 First Grade case 
study. 

b. Each teacher asked to review case study matching the grade level they 
teach only. 

c. Both case studies reflected end of year cycle 
d. Each case study involved three specific PMRN reports chosen for use 

based on comments received by Reading Coaches and school staff who 
work with teachers and DIBELS. 
i. Class Status Report 

ii. Student Grade Summary Report (Box and Whiskers format) 
iii. Reading Progress Monitoring Student Cumulative Report (referred to 

as Cumulative Report below). 
e. Each teacher/expert asked to give their impressions about the student case 

presented to them. 
i. What would they do with a student like this? 
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ii. What did they feel this student needs? 
iii. What other types of information would they want to know about this 

student? 
iv. How helpful are these types of reports? 
v. Are there other types of reports that are used or preferred? 

f. Expert reviews analyzed before teacher reviews 
i. Results reported as aggregate data for experts and teachers, 

respectively by grade level. 
ii. Results can be categorized into three main themes: 

1. Using the PMRN reports 
2. Additional information needed/wanted 
3. General comments about using DIBELS data 

iii. Expert review of kindergarten case study 

1. Using PMRN Reports 
a. Using the cumulative report allows opportunity to see progress 

of skills 
b. Using the cumulative report allows opportunity to see 

vocabulary level 
c. Using the cumulative report allows opportunity to see scores 

on ISF in cycles 1-3 
d. Using the cumulative report allows 1st grade teacher at 

beginning of year to see what students are coming in with – 
skills they have. 

e. Using Class Status Report allows you to sort the data in 
different ways 

f. Use reports to identify student strengths and weaknesses 
i. Student is fluent in letter naming skills 

ii. Student needs significant help in phonological awareness 
skills 

iii. Student seems to have some letter-sound correspondence 
skills 

g. Recommendations for the student in the case study 
h. Using the Student Grade Summary Report allows for 

comparing student to class to standard 
2. Additional Information Needed 

a. Need more information to understand why student is behind 
peers in ISF and PSF 

b. Need more information 
i. Is the student in ESE, ESOL? 

ii. Does the student have any language impairments/delays 
iii. Is English primary language 
iv. How did student respond during testing 
v. How does the student respond to activities/interventions in 

the classroom 



331 
 

vi. What has been done for this student so far 
vii. More background information 

c. Need more information to understand why student went from 0 
to 24 on NWF 

d. Need more information to know what phonological skills the 
student does have - DIBELS data only tells us the student has a 
problem in phonological awareness skills. 

iv. Kindergarten teacher reviews of kindergarten case study 

1. Using PMRN Reports 
a. All kindergarten teachers recognized and reported using the 

Class Status Report 
b. All used the Class Status Report to identify student strengths or 

weaknesses 
i. Student is “having trouble with sounds” based on the NWF 

ii. Fluent in letter naming skills 
iii. Student can do nonsense words but “doesn’t know sounds” 

referring to PSF 
iv. “He knows his sight words” 
v. Needs help with beginning sounds and letter-sound 

relationships 
vi. Main concern by one teacher was PSF 

vii. Recommendations for various activities to teach student 
viii. Two teachers indicated this student should be referred for 

ESE consideration. 
c. 3 of the kindergarten teachers reported or demonstrated using 

the Student Grade Summary Report to either identify student 
strengths or needs and/or use to explain to parents their child’s 
needs. 

d. Only 1 teacher found value and used the Cumulative Report to 
identify student progression over the year. 

2. Additional Information Needed 
a. Only 4 teachers asked for additional information 

i. Two of the teachers wanted to know if student is in ESOL 
or has English as second language 

ii. All 4 teachers wanted to know if student has any speech or 
language impairments 

iii. 1 teacher asked for observations of student during testing 
(e.g., distractions?) 

iv. 1 teacher asked if any short-term or long-term memory 
problems; other processing deficits  

v. 1 teacher would want to eliminate questions about 
cognitive skills before assuming student isn’t trying. 

v. Expert review of first grade case study 

1. Using PMRN Reports 
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a. Use Cumulative Report to see student progression through the 
year 

b. Use Cumulative Report to see other outcome measures in 
vocabulary (PPVT) and comprehension (SAT-10) 

c. Use reports to identify student strengths and weaknesses 
i. Student needs help in phonics 

ii. Student needs help in reading fluency 
iii. Student strength in phonological awareness 
iv. Student seems to be compensating somewhat for 

comprehension despite low vocabulary and low fluency 
skills 

v. This case is an individual student problem because class is 
performing above benchmark higher than the student. 

d. Don’t just look at the colors, but also the numbers 
2. Additional Information Needed 

a. What can this student do; what sounds do they know in phonics 
b. Teachers need to use knowledge of reading development to 

figure out where to start helping a student (e.g., problem with 
fluency – is it because they can’t decode words) 

c. Teachers can do more progress monitoring 
d. Teacher can access additional probes from Oregon website and 

give it themselves 
e. FCRR website has several guides for teachers on the use of 

ongoing progress monitoring 
vi. First Grade teacher reviews of first grade case study 

1. Using PMRN Reports 
a. All first grade teachers recognized and reported using the 

Class Status Report often. 
b. All reported using the colors on the Class Status Report to 

identify student strengths and weaknesses  
c. Only one of the 7 teachers valued using the Student Grade 

Summary Report and understood how to use it – but 
reported that the Box and Whiskers format was mostly used 
at the class level in her class. 

d. All of the other 6 teachers reported no value in using 
Student Grade Summary Report – too confusing and too 
much visually. 

e. A few teachers either recognized and/or found value in 
using the Cumulative Report – one teacher in particular 
used that report first to look at the student’s progression 
over the year. 

f. All teachers reported student strengths and needs: 
1. Student needs help in phonics 
2. Student needs help in reading fluency 
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3. Student strength in phonological awareness 
4. Most teachers described various activities to teach the 

student phonics/oral fluency/sight word vocabulary 
g. The “Historical Report” and “Class Recommended Level 

of Instruction Report” were stated as alternative reports 
used by teachers. 

2. Additional Information Needed 
a. Only 5 of the first grade teachers inquired about additional 

information for helping to interpret the PMRN reports 
i. Error patterns on the NWF? 

ii. Is student and ESE student? 
iii. Any disabilities (e.g., ADHD or Language 

Impairment)? 
iv. Observations of student during testing (i.e., distracted)? 
v. Is student ESOL or is English a second language? 

vi. Error patterns on the ORF? 
vii. What interventions have been tried already? 

viii. What conditions exist at students home? 
vii. Expert Opinion on Using Data – general – comments about using 

data/DIBELS at Reading First schools. 

1. DIBELS data tells you there is a problem but doesn’t tell you how 
to fix it 

2. DIBELS is only one snapshot 
3. DIBELS Benchmark data not meant for instructional planning 
4. Having access to raw data/probes is valuable 
5. Progress monitoring data is more useful for making instructional 

decisions 
6. Frequency of progress monitoring depends on the student; 

generally more intensive cases need weekly; moderate risk could 
be bi-weekly or monthly. 

7. Only need to give one probe for progress monitoring 
8. Use data to determine if individual student problem or class-wide 

problem 
9. Teachers should use knowledge about student (e.g., background) to 

help them interpret DIBELS data 
10. Progress monitoring not happening nearly as much as would like to 

see 
11. Experts observe much variability among schools’ abilities to use 

data to guide instruction (not just with DIBELS). 
12. Agree that schools that have been doing it at least three years have 

a smoother process in place 
13. Experts observe that teachers need continued support for how to 

use data to make decisions about instruction – something not really 
taught in teacher training programs. 
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14. Reading Coaches are an invaluable source of support for 
professional development for teachers 

15. Need to use DIBELS with other observations and other 
assessments 

16. DIBELS data provides some information to differentiate 
instruction for class - broadly 

17. Wouldn’t base any decisions on just this DIBELS cycle 
18. Making hypotheses about student deficits and using data to 

confirm or disconfirm 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	University of South Florida
	Scholar Commons
	2008

	Qualitative analysis of teacher perceptions and use of the dynamic indicators of basic early literacy skills (DIBELS) within a district-wide Reading First program
	Brian T. Gaunt
	Scholar Commons Citation


	Microsoft Word - Complete Dissertation.doc

