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WHY ASSESSMENT MATTERS

WHY ASSESSMENT MATTERS
We often hear the phrase “assessment drives instruction.” Yet, many assessments 
students take have limited effect on the instruction they receive because either 
the assessment results don’t arrive in a timely fashion, they are not granular 
enough for you to use the assessment data, or you don’t have the “next steps” 
information and resources to impact learning. So, what kinds of assessments 
are needed for effective phonics instruction and how can they be used?

To get a full picture of a student’s growing foundational skills (including phonics), 
multiple tools must be used. These include a comprehensive assessment, 
frequently administered cumulative assessments, observations made during 
the student’s reading, and periodic assessment of the student’s writing. 

In addition, looking at a student’s foundational skills growth, such as phonics, 
requires evaluation through two critical lenses: accuracy and automaticity. For 
example, accuracy tells us correctness in reading words with specific phonics 
skills. Automaticity tells us mastery of these skills. Why is this so important? 
Imagine two students taking a letter recognition assessment. Both students 
might be able to complete this assessment with 100% accuracy. If you only 
looked at the accuracy scores, you might proceed with your instruction for 
both students in the same manner. However, if one student completed the 
assessment in 30 seconds with 100% accuracy 
and the other completed the assessment in 
3 minutes with 100% accuracy, then the 
next steps instructionally would be 
quite different for these two students. 
Automaticity in recognizing these 
letters provides valuable information 
about mastery. Monitoring mastery or 
its opposite (decayed learning) after 
the initial instruction on a target skill is 
an essential, but often missed, component 
of phonics and other foundational skill 
assessment.

Sadlier School Professional Development Series |  Phonics Assessment	 3
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TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS

TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS
Let’s look at the four major ways in which a student’s phonics 
mastery must be evaluated.

Comprehensive Phonics Assessment Survey: 
Placement
A comprehensive phonics assessment covers a span of skills (across multiple 
grades) from simple to complex and is a great tool to determine the 
foundational skill needs of students as they progress through the grades. In 
order to build a strong reading foundation, we must assess students at each 
grade to see if there are any skill “holes” 
in terms of phonics. Then, we can provide 
targeted instruction to fill those phonics 
“holes” to strengthen the reading foundation.

Below is an example of a comprehensive 
phonics assessment in From Phonics to 
Reading™. The skills are organized by type or 
category of learning, such as short vowels, 
long vowels, and so on to give you an easy 
and precise starting point for instruction 
when rebuilding a student’s phonics 
foundation.

From Phonics to Reading, Grade 1
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TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS

Cumulative Phonics Assessment:  
A Check for Mastery and/or Decayed Learning 
to Make Course Corrections
Assessment of phonics skills must be done over an extended period of time 
to ensure mastery. Weekly assessments focusing on one skill often give “false 
positives.” That is, they show movement toward learning, but not mastery. If 
the skill isn’t worked on for subsequent weeks, learning can decay. Cumulative 
phonics assessments help you determine which skills have truly been 
mastered and are now being transferred to new reading situations. Cumulative 
assessments monitor mastery and/or decayed learning in real time. They are a 
critical phonics instructional tool and fluency check. 

Below are examples of cumulative phonics assessments in From Phonics to 
Reading. The student is assessed on the week’s skill, as well as on skills from 
the previous five weeks. You assess a few students each week, cycling through 
students every 3–4 weeks. (Assessing all students each week is too time 
consuming and not necessary for this assessment.) Then, the assessments are 
looked at over a span of time. For example, you can trace the Week 1 phonics 
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From Phonics to Reading, Grade 1
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TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS

skills across three assessments. This allows you to monitor changes in accuracy 
(increased checks indicate accuracy, decreased checks indicate decayed 
learning) and automaticity (increased checks over time indicate mastery/
fluency). This provides you with the information needed to make immediate 
course corrections and meet class and individual student needs before 
instructional issues become too big.

Observations During Reading  
(including comprehension work)
Listening to a student read is certainly one of the best indicators of a student’s 
growing mastery of phonics skills. Periodically keep records of student errors while 
reading. Jot down words they struggle with. Examine the list and ask yourself: 

•	 Are there specific previously taught phonics skills that aren’t being 
consistently applied? 

•	 Is the student struggling with high-frequency words that have 
irregular spelling patterns? 

•	 Are there too many words in the story with skills the student hasn’t 
been taught?

The answers to these and other 
questions can inform your next 
steps. So, for example: 

•	 If the student struggles 
reading words with 
previously taught phonics 
skills, continue to add and 
reinforce these skills during 
blending, dictation, and 
word-building exercises. 
Engage the student in more 
targeted practice during 
small-group lessons and 
read (and reread) additional 
decodable texts.

•	 If the student struggles 
with high-frequency 
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TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS

words that contain irregular spelling patterns, continue to review 
these words using the Read/Spell/Write routine. During the Read 
portion of the routine, make sure that you guide the student in orally 
segmenting the word. Then point out the known sound-spellings 
of the word to highlight the part of the word the student needs to 
memorize. For example, “Let’s tap the sounds in the word said: /s/ /e/ 
/d/. How many sounds do you hear? Let’s look at how said is spelled. 
You already know some of these spellings. The letter s stands for 
the /s/ sound at the beginning of said. The letter d stands for the /d/ 
sound at the end of said. What’s left? The letters ai in the middle stand 
for the /e/ sound in this word. These are the letters we will need to 
remember when spelling the word said.”

•	 If the text contains too many words with phonics skills the student 
hasn’t learned, use more controlled 
decodable text to help build mastery of 
taught skills and increase the student’s 
confidence in reading. Confidence 
builds joy in reading. Struggle and 
failure can lead to a dislike or avoidance 
of reading. The texts early readers read 
can greatly influence how they feel 
about reading and their ability to tackle 
new texts.

In addition to listening to students read, it 
is critical that students recognize that all 
reading is about understanding. Pay close 
attention to the questions provided with the 
decodable stories. They range from simple 
recall to higher-order thinking questions. 
These questions require students to reread 
the text and support their answers with 
evidence. These questions provide valuable 
information regarding how students are 
processing the text and their level of 
comprehension. The follow-up writing to the 
decodable stories further deepens students’ 
comprehension as they are required to reread 
the story and share in writing their growing 
understanding of the key ideas or storyline. From Phonics to Reading, Grade 1
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ANALYSIS OF STUDENT WRITING

ANALYSIS OF STUDENT WRITING
Writing is one of the most valuable and underused tools to evaluate a 
student’s growing mastery of phonics skills. Writing lags behind reading for 
our early learners. So, students will learn phonics skills and will generally 
master them faster than they can consistently apply them in writing. Using 
this understanding, if you notice a student consistently using a phonics skill in 
writing, such as final -e (words with a_e, for example), then you know that this 
student can read these words in connected text.

Activities such as dictation (guided spelling) and word building help to 
accelerate students’ use of previously taught phonics skills in writing. They 
focus students’ attention on these new phonics patterns. Writing about 
the decodable readers as a follow-up provides students with targeted 
opportunities to apply the newly taught skills. For students needing extra 
support, they can refer to the decodable story. The more targeted writing 
experiences students have during phonics lessons, the greater the likelihood 
they will accurately and consistently apply these skills to express ideas and 
information learned when writing. 

So, what can you do?

•	 Periodically (e.g., once a month) collect samples 
of a student’s recent writing. These can include 
follow-up writing to the decodable readers, free 
writing in their writing journals, and writing 
assignments during your standard writing 
curriculum. 

•	 Create a checklist of the phonics skills you 
have taught up to that point. Scan the writing 
samples for consistent and accurate use of 
those phonics skills.

•	 Circle those that are consistently and accurately 
used. Place a check mark beside those needing 
additional instruction and practice.

•	 Use your findings to modify whole-class 
dictation exercises (if you observe some 
common issues) or form small groups based 
on specific needs and offer more dictation and 
word-building practice using these skills.

Sadlier School Professional Development Series |  Phonics Assessment	 8
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ASSESSING OTHER FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS

ASSESSING OTHER  
FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS
Phonics isn’t the only foundational skill that needs to be assessed for our 
early readers and writers. Most state standards include other skills such as 
phonological awareness, concepts of print (e.g., reading left-to-right and top-
to-bottom, understanding words are separated by spaces), and fluency. These 
also need to be frequently monitored.

Concepts of Print: Reading from left-to-right and top-to-bottom and 
understanding that words are separated by spaces in text are fairly 
simple concepts for students to grasp and are acquired easily when 
frequently modeled in early reading and writing instruction. Observation 
is the best way to assess a student’s 
understanding of these basic concepts 
of print. For example, ask a student to 
track the print (point to each word) 
while reading. Model as needed if the 
student struggles. Reinforce spacing 
between words while writing and 
model during shared and interactive 
writing exercises.

Phonological Awareness: In order 
to read and write, students must 
understand that words are comprised 
of discrete sounds and be able to 
blend, segment, and manipulate those 
sounds. Blending and segmenting are 
a focus of early reading and writing 
instruction because they are so tightly 
connected to beginning reading 
and writing growth. For example, if a 
student cannot orally blend sounds to 
make a word, they will not be able to 
sound out a word while reading text. 
Likewise, if a student cannot orally 
segment the sounds in a word, the 
student will struggle writing words 

Sadlier School Professional Development Series |  Phonics Assessment	 9
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ASSESSING OTHER FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS

because beginning writers think about the 
sounds in words and attach a letter or spelling to 
each sound in order to write it. 

As students progress in their skills, phonemic 
manipulation tasks (phoneme substitution, 
deletion, addition) play a crucial role. These skills 
continue to develop in students past Grade 1 
where most state standards end the instruction 
in phonemic awareness and are connected to a 
student’s ability to remember words (through 
a process called orthographic mapping). That 
is why it is so critical to assess these skills in 
Kindergarten and Grade 1 for all students and 
continue that assessment in Grades 2 and 3 for 
students who may be struggling to see if these 
underlying skills are an issue. 

You will find a battery of phonological awareness 
assessments and a schedule of assessing in From 
Phonics to Reading. Below are some samples.

Fluency: Phonics fluency needs to be assessed at 
the letter, word, and sentence level. 

Letter Fluency: Letter fluency needs to be assessed in Kindergarten. 
Use your district-created letter assessment or create one by writing the 
letters in random order. Blevins (2016) suggests a letter naming and 
letter sound assessment sequence based on current research (Phillips 
et al, 2012; Piasta et al, 2014) that places the letters in a sequence 
from easier to more complex. When assessing letter names, put a 
checkmark next to the letter if named correctly and circle it if it is named 
automatically (without any pause). Repeat for letter sounds. 

Word Fluency: The Cumulative Assessment at the end of each week 
(described in an earlier section) in From Phonics to Reading offers the 
best word reading fluency check. The frequency of these checks and 
their cumulative nature allow you to quickly determine mastery versus 
decayed learning so that instructional modifications can be made before 
bigger reading issues develop.

From Phonics to Reading, Grade 1
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ASSESSING OTHER FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS

Sentence Fluency: Listening to students read is the ideal way to assess 
reading fluency at the sentence level. Grade-level reading rates are 
available from Tindal and Hasbrouck (2017) based on one-minute reads. 
These can be used to determine which students are reading at rates 
below-, on-, or above-level. While most schools have existing reading 
fluency passages for assessment, you can create your own using grade-
level texts students haven’t read. These “cold” reads should reflect 
grade-level phonics standards in terms of coverage and be both fiction 
and informational. You can also use previously read decodable texts in 
From Phonics to Reading as “warm” reads with a higher expectation for 
accuracy and automaticity. 

The frequent and varied assessments available in From Phonics to Reading 
can provide you the essential information you need to monitor students’ 
foundational skills growth in a way that is responsive to each student’s needs. 
It is through these impactful assessments that we can truly inform instruction 
to build a strong foundation in early reading and writing.

From Phonics to Reading, Grade 1
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