
Assessing	Early	Literacy	Skills	- Literacy	for	All 12/3/18

Dr.	Caroline	Ramsey	Musselwhite		www.aacintervention.com 1

Assessing the Early Literacy Skills 
of Students with Significant 

Intellectual, Communication & 
Physical Disabilities

Dr. Caroline Musselwhite
www.aacintervention.com

Phonemic Awareness/Phonics
Intentional Alphabet/Phonological 

Awareness Activities

Ongoing Assessment

Family Involvement

Rich Oral Language 
Environments, Interest-

based Activities

Supports for 
Emergent 

Reading/Writing

Vocabulary

Comprehension

S

T

R

A

T

E

G

I

E

S

O

U

T

C

O

M

E

S

Fluency

The

Hourglass

Model

Dr. Patsy 
Pierce, 2008

Literacy Rubric ����
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Are Students Emergent or Conventional???
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Summary:  Why Use the Staugler
Literacy Rubric?

� Good one-page progress tracker

� Shows journey from emergent to 
transitional to early conventional

� Gives a ‘score’ from 0 - 25

� GOAL:  Track a student from point A to 
point B, or tracking a project!

Literacy
Experiences 
Chart

Dropbox

Literacy Experiences Summary

� Interests Related to Literacy
� Literacy Programs 
� Literacy Partners Each Week
� Self-Selected Reading 
� Listening to Books
� Writing:  Topic Selection
� Assistive Technology for Literacy
� Alternative Pencils Tried

� Informs practice

� Uses multiple, authentic approaches
◦ Observation Notes
◦ Work Samples

� The Bridge is available at 
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/ under 
projects Preschool Demonstration Program 

THE BRIDGE
Pierce, Summer, O’DeKirk, in progress
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THE BRIDGE:  FEATURES

Background: developed for NC preschoolers

Emergent Literacy:  observing literacy for 
real purposes; ‘trying out’ beginning 
understandings of print;  strong link between 
oral and written language development

Evidence-Based Reading Research 
(EBRR):  focus on specific skills such as 
phonological awareness, alphabet 
knowledge, etc.

THE BRIDGE
Pierce, Summer, O’DeKirk, in progress

Foundations of Reading (book knowledge, 
print awareness, etc)

Foundations of Writing (motor, cognitive-
linguistic)

Alphabet Knowledge

Phonological/Phonemic Awareness

Oral Language (related to literacy)

The Bridge
� 11 assessment areas related to:
◦ Book knowledge
◦ Knowledge of Writing
◦ Name writing
◦ Alphabet Knowledge
◦ Phonological & Phonemic awareness
◦ Oral language

� Rating scale for each area
� Must have at least 3 pieces of evidence to 

support child’s rating
� Can use multiple scales during ONE activity

THE BRIDGE:  Foundations of Reading
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Reading Items Adapted Bridge Erin Sheldon Writing:  Adapted Bridge

Bridge Guide

FREE!!

Download this
19-page guide
full of examples!
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Bridge Training PowerPoint
90 Items, with specific examples

Summary:  Why Use the Bridge?

� Great for honing in on items
� Can reflect small changes
� Maybe pick 1 or 2 items on each page to 

track for multiple students

� GOAL:  Moving students forward at least 
one level!

Assessing Early 
Writing with 
the Alphabet
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Developmental Spelling Stages
(Gentry, 1982)

� Pre-communicative NMNEWRWPAPDPDMCMCMLF
◦ graphic elements can represent ideas
◦ scribble, numbers, letter-like strings, letters…
◦ only letters are used but no awareness of sound-symbol relationships

� Semi-phonemic U  R  MI  FND ?
◦ attempt to represent sounds in words
◦ only use 1 or 2 letters/sounds in a word
◦ may integrate random strings of letters

� Phonetic (letter-name spelling) I  LIK  CAK
◦ learning letter/sound correspondences
◦ phonetic spellings often using letter names rather than sounds

� Transitional LITE  IS  ON
◦ rule-based, though not always conventional
◦ words look like real words.

Developmental Spelling
• Lets us know what students are 

hearing in a word

• Good research across languages, 
ability groups, SES for dev spelling

• Relatively easy to test

Using Data to Drive Instruction

� Summative assessment . . . Is what we’re 
doing moving the student forward on the 
literacy continuum?

� Developmental spelling tests can be an 
excellent way to assess progress

� This is why it is crucial to get a pretest, 
even if you think ‘they can’t do it’!

Developmental Spelling Test
� Helps us understand what students know 

about the letter / sound system

� Useful for charting progress across time

� Supports targeting instruction by learning 
what students know, and what is 
confusing to them
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Richard Gentry, 1982

How Will Students Respond?
� Ideally, students will write their answers

� However, most students with significant 
disabilities will not be able to write their 
answers

Sample High-Tech Alternatives to Pen & Paper

Big Keys computer keyboard
1” keys  www.bigkeys.com

From office supply stories
Tiny ~¼” keys, ~$30  

Enlarged Computer Keyboards

Labelers Portable Keyboards

Neo
www.alphasmart.com Forte

www.writerlearning.com

Alphabet Page on 
Communication Device

Children Learn When They Are Actively 
Engaged: Write From the START!
Writing With Alternative Pencils CD, $35, Center for Literacy & Disability 
Studies, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
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Formative Assessments

Formative Assessment is part of the 
instructional process. When incorporated into 
classroom practice, it provides the information 
needed to adjust teaching and learning while 
they are happening. In this sense, formative 
assessment informs both teachers and students 
about student understanding at a point when 
timely adjustments can be made. These 
adjustments help to ensure students achieve, 
targeted standards-based learning goals within a 
set time frame.
• Garrison & Ehringhaus
Association for Middle Level Education

AlphaBoard – Focus on Vowels

Begin to focus on vowels

• Vowel Rule –
every word has one

• AlphaBoard cover-up might 
help some students!

Should I go ahead and give a 
developmental spelling test, 
even for students who can’t 
write and don’t know the 

full alphabet?

YES!!  This test gives 
valuable baseline 

information.  Even if you 
don’t get any scoreable
responses, that is useful 

pretest information!
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Summary:  Why Developmental 
Spelling Tests?

� Great way to see student ‘thinking’
� Can reflect small changes (ex:  letters 

only; wordlike forms; initial sounds)
� Great for multi-year tracking

� GOAL:  Track development of 
developmental spelling and figure out 
how to better teach students

Dropbox Link:

http://bit.ly/LitAssess


