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Chapter 8 

Using Technology-Assisted Progress Monitoring  

to Drive Improved Student Outcomes 

Naomi Hupert, Juliette Heinze, Greg Gunn, and John Stewart 

Introduction 

In recent years much attention has focused on the essential role 

that early reading instruction plays in later academic success.  A wide 

range of studies reveal that students who are poor readers at the end of 

first grade rarely catch up to their grade-level peers (Francis, 

Shaywitz, Stuebing, Shaywitz, & Fletcher, 1996; Lyon, Fletcher, 

Shaywitz, Shaywitz, Torgensen, Wood, Schulte, & Olson, 2001; National 

Reading Panel, 2000; Shaywitz, Fletcher, Holahan, Schneider, Marchione, 

Stuebing, Francis, Pugh, & Shaywitz, 1999; Torgesen & Burgess, 1998).  

Research also shows that if those struggling readers are identified 

within the first few years of schooling and provided with targeted and 

intensive instruction, they are more likely to make the progress 

necessary to catch up with their peers who are reading on grade level 

(American Federation of Teachers, 2004). The need for early and ongoing 

assessments of students’ reading skills is therefore vital. 

 Only recently has the education community really begun to consider 

the role that assessment plays in the process, to explore what teachers 

need to make use of assessment information, and to identify which types 

of assessments are most effective at supporting the development of 

students’ reading skills. Progress monitoring is a form of ongoing 

assessment by which teachers can regularly and systematically monitor 

students’ academic performance. Its purpose is to determine how well 

students, particularly those at risk of reading failure, are progressing 

towards meeting an identified goal. The impact of progress monitoring on 
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student reading achievement has the potential to be great, and yet, 

questions about whether progress monitoring makes a difference in 

teaching and learning persist. In this chapter, we discuss the effect 

that progress monitoring has on student achievement and teacher practice 

by reporting the findings of two studies. One study offers an in-depth 

look at how progress monitoring influences teacher practice based on 

qualitative data including interviews and observations of teachers 

engaged in a state-wide literacy initiative, and the other focuses on 

the analysis of a large data set to determine if progress monitoring 

affects student outcomes as measured by the DIBELS (Dynamic Indicator of 

Basic Early Literacy Skills). Qualitative findings provide contextual 

information about the administration of progress monitoring in classroom 

settings, and discuss teacher and student experiences as part of the 

progress monitoring process.  Quantitative findings indicate levels of 

impact for different frequencies of progress monitoring. 

 In both studies, teachers conducted progress monitoring using the 

DIBELS early literacy assessment on kindergarten through 3rd grade 

students. As a main component of the DIBELS, progress monitoring allows 

educators to check the progress of an individual student, determine if 

the child is making adequate progress towards attaining grade level 

proficiency and ensure that those students who are receiving 

interventions are progressing on target (Good, Gruba, & Kaminski, 2001).  

In both cases, teachers administered the DIBELS progress monitoring to 

students one-on-one, using handheld computer software developed by an 

education software company located in New York City. Teachers conducted 

progress monitoring in a variety of ways and at varying frequencies; 

nonetheless, both studies reveal that progress monitoring does appear to 

have a positive effect on student achievement and teacher practice. 

 Previous studies that examine the role of handheld computers in 

supporting teachers’ use of assessment data to inform instructional 

decisions (Brunner & Honey, 2001; Heinze & Hupert, 2005; Hupert & 

Heinze, 2006; Penuel & Yarnall, 2005; Perry, 2003; Sharp, 2004; Sharp & 
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Risko, 2003) suggest that teachers’ use of handheld computers to support 

the collection of reading assessment data yields several positive 

effects.  These effects align with key elements identified in recent 

research as necessary for teachers to be able to use student-level data 

to shift their own practice and meet student needs.  According to 

research, for assessment data to be useful to teachers, they must be:  

(a) specific enough to see where students need help; (b) accessible in a 

timely manner so that teachers can act upon the information; and, (c) 

comprehensible so they can be translated into practice (Popham, 1999; 

Schmoker, 2000). While simple, clear, colorful graphics help (Herman & 

Gribbons, 2001), presenting data in a way that is meaningful to teachers 

remains difficult (Ackley, 2001). Commercially published assessment data 

have traditionally arrived months, or even an entire school year after 

teachers administered the test, and is delivered in a format which is 

static and not necessarily designed to meet the particular needs of 

teachers.  

Yet as expectations for reading instruction and tailoring of 

instruction to student needs increases, so has the expectation that 

teachers will regularly administer and make use of assessment data to 

inform their classroom instruction. (Thorn, 2002). When asked about the 

experience of using handheld computers to collect assessment data, 

educators have responded that the use of handheld computers has had a 

positive impact on how they think about and make use of assessment data, 

and has the potential to alter what they do in their classrooms as they 

implement reading instruction on a daily basis.  Findings from a multi-

school study on teachers’ use of handheld computers to collect 

assessment data also indicate that the tools: 

• increase efficiency when administering an assessment; 

• increase accuracy of the timed components of an assessment; 

• decrease administrative tasks because the need for data entry 

is eliminated; 
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• improve access to data because assessment information is 

available immediately upon completion of an assessment; and 

• improve the relevance of the data as they reflect the most 

current state of student understanding and classroom teaching, 

and therefore could be sensitive enough to show changes in 

student understanding and classroom teaching (Heinze & Hupert, 

2005; Hupert & Heinze, 2006). 

These findings suggest that use of technology to support 

assessment activities may increase the likelihood that collected 

assessment data will become useful by providing teachers with immediate 

and relevant information about student progress. Yet many aspects of 

assessment: the data collection process, the analysis and representation 

of findings, the instructional decisions made based on these analyses, 

are undertaken without guidance from the research community. This 

chapter attempts to offer some guidance by addressing one aspect of this 

assessment process: progress monitoring.  Below we examine progress 

monitoring and benchmark assessment data from a national sample of 

classrooms.  Teachers in these classrooms are able to draw on the range 

of benefits offered by handheld computers and in this way have access to 

the key elements that researchers have deemed necessary in order to make 

effective use of assessment data. Given these optimal circumstances, we 

hope to answer the following questions:   

• Does progress monitoring have a positive impact on student 

reading?  

• Does the frequency of progress monitoring have an effect on 

student reading?   

• What effects does progress monitoring have on teacher 

practice? 

We attempt to answer these questions by drawing on interviews and 

observations with classroom teachers as well as on analyses of the large 

set of progress monitoring data collected over the course of the 2004-05 

school year. We will discuss these findings further within the context 
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of the classroom, where teachers are grappling with questions about how 

to make assessment data useful.  

The DIBELS Assessment on a Handheld Computer 

The DIBELS assessment is an early literacy screening developed by 

Dr. Roland Good and a team of researchers at the University of Oregon 

(Good & Kaminski, 2002), to assess students’ early literacy skills and 

identify those who are not on track for grade level reading. The DIBELS 

targets a set of predictive literacy skills that research has shown are 

necessary for children to acquire if they are to become fluent and 

purposeful readers (Good, Simmons, Kame’enui, Kaminski, & Wallin, 2002; 

Good, Wallin, Simmons, Kame’enui, & Kaminski, 2002; Hintze, Ryan, & 

Stoner, 2003). The assessment is made up of a series of timed tasks and 

subtests that vary depending on the students’ grade and the time of year 

administered. The subtests include:  Initial Sound Fluency (ISF), Letter 

Naming Fluency (LNF), Phoneme Segmentation Fluency (PSF), Nonsense Word 

Fluency (NWF), and Word Use Fluency (WUF). The assessment is 

administered, during three benchmark periods throughout the school year 

–fall, winter and spring.  

During the 2004-05 school year an estimated 7,865 schools within 

2,447 districts in 49 states and Canada used the DIBELS to assess over 

1.7 million students, kindergarten through 3rd grade.   While originally 

designed to be administered on paper, the DIBELS is now among several 

reading assessments that have been developed for use on handheld 

computers.  In 2003 an educational software company, Wireless 

Generation, collaborated with DIBELS authors to develop a handheld 

version of the assessment.  A teacher who is working in a school that 

uses handheld computers to collect student assessment data is able to 

view his/her roster of students, as it has already been input into the 

system prior to the assessment’s administration.  When preparing to 

assess a student, the system indicates which assessment subtests are 

appropriate for that student based on grade level, time of year, and for 

progress monitoring, previous passages already administered.  Teachers 
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provide students with print copies of the assessment and are able to 

follow the students’ reading, word-by-word, on the handheld screen (see 

Figure 8.1).  Teachers use the handheld stylus to tap on the words read 

correctly, as well as to indicate the words missed.  

   _____________________________ 

Insert Figure 8.1 Near Here 

The DIBELS assessment indicates students’ risk for reading failure 

based on one or more subtests depending on the students’ grade level.  

There are three risk categories: Benchmark, or low risk because the 

student has met the benchmark for that grade; Strategic, because the 

student requires strategic support to attain grade level skill; and 

Intensive, because the student requires intensive support to attain 

grade level skill.  Typically, students at the Intensive level of risk 

have a 20% or less likelihood of reaching later reading goals without 

targeted intervention. 

Once teachers administer an assessment or progress monitoring 

using the handheld, they immediately receive information about a 

students’ risk category (see Figure 8.2).  

_____________________________ 

Insert Figure 8.2 Near Here 

Teachers then can navigate to a screen that displays a graph, 

which reveals an individual student’s progress or lack thereof, in 

relation to existing benchmarks. Teachers complete the data collection 

process when they upload the data at an electronic syncing station (this 

is a cradle for the handheld computer that connects to a desktop or 

laptop using a USB connection) after they have given each progress 

monitoring or benchmark exam. Typically, school administrators designate 

a central computer station, located in the school’s computer lab, 

reading resource room or media center, where teachers can sync their 

data. Once the teacher uploads the data, anyone who has access to the 

password protected website can manipulate the data so they can view 

student, classroom, grade or school level reports. (see Figure 8.3). 
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_____________________________ 

Insert Figure 8.3 Near Here 

What Administering Progress Monitoring Looks Like in a Classroom 

The DIBELS progress monitoring consists of a short text that is 

leveled according to grade and time of year (beginning or end of year).  

A student reads the passage provided by the teacher and is timed for one 

minute. The number of words read correctly are recorded during that 

time.  Good and Kaminski (2003) recommend goals, represented as the 

number of words read per minute, necessary for students to read to be 

considered on track to eventually read at grade level. For example, 

students in the spring of third grade must meet the minimal goal of 

reading 110 words per minute to be considered on track for reading at 

grade level, and will be considered in need of intensive support if they 

read below 70 words per minute on a specified grade-level text.  

Teachers note that one of the benefits the DIBELS has over other reading 

screenings is that it offers many leveled reading passages for each 

grade so that students can be progress monitored frequently without 

having to reread passages previously used in other progress monitoring 

sessions. 

 When using a handheld computer and software to collect progress 

monitoring data, a teacher often will set up a station, or area, where 

she or he has students sit for a few minutes to complete the assessment 

task.  The area often is located in a corner of a classroom, in a 

somewhat protected area, or is set up in a different room or location 

such as a quiet corner in a hallway, or a reading room.  In most cases a 

teacher will progress monitor students one-on-one, while other students 

work independently at centers, or with a classroom aid. She will pull 

individual students out to administer progress monitoring over several 

days.  In some cases a school interventionist or reading coach will 

administer progress monitoring while the teacher stays with the rest of 

the class.   

 During the assessment, the teacher presents the student with a 
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DIBELS progress monitoring booklet turned to a particular passage, 

selected by the teacher (based on the time of year, the student’s grade 

level, and passages that that student previously read). The handheld 

computer screen displays the text to be read by the student.  The 

teacher taps the screen to indicate that the student has begun to read, 

and the assessment software will freeze the screen at the end of one 

minute to indicate that time has expired. During that time, the teacher 

taps each of the words the student has read correctly.  Once the minute 

has passed the teacher will be prompted to place a marker on the 

handheld screen at the point in the text where the student stopped 

reading.  Then the handheld screen will display a graphic indicating the 

number of words the student read in one minute, which is represented by 

an image of a running figure that stands on a continuum which starts as 

the color red, changes to yellow, and ends as green.  In nearly all 

instances of progress monitoring students immediately ask to see “where 

they are” on the screen after completing the progress monitoring.  

Teachers show students the screen with the running figure and students 

see both what color they are “I’m red”, and what number they are: “I got 

28 this time”.   

 Once the administration is complete, teachers upload the new 

assessment data at a syncing station so that they can then view a 

students’ progress over time by looking at a graph that plots a 

students’ starting point (the number of words they read in one minute at 

the beginning of the year) and can see the end point, or plot line, 

indicating the ideal progress for a particular student at a particular 

grade level.  All progress monitoring results then are plotted in 

relation to this aim line and a teacher can easily see if a student is 

making progress (following, or catching up to the expected aim line) or 

struggling (falling below, or failing to catch up to the aim line). 

Collection of Interview and Observation Data from a Reading First 

Evaluation 

 Over the course of two years, from 2003 to 2005, researchers 
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conducted interviews with teachers, reading coaches, principals and 

district level administrators about the implementation of the DIBELS 

assessment and progress monitoring, as well as the use of handheld 

computers to support the collection and analysis of student reading 

assessment data.  An analysis of these data reveals a range of 

interesting findings with regard to how teachers view assessment data, 

how and when they choose to make use of that data, and how they 

integrate the acts of collecting, viewing, and using the data in their 

classroom activities on a daily basis.  Below we provide information 

based on data collected from interviews and observations conducted in a 

total of 17 districts and 34 schools. Researchers conducted 39 classroom 

observations in kindergarten through 3rd grade classrooms during the 

designated reading block, as well as interviews with 25 classroom 

teachers and 56 educators in other positions including principals, 

reading coaches, superintendents and district level program 

coordinators.  The data gathered from site visits to these schools 

provide contextual information, which can serve to inform our 

understanding of how progress monitoring is used by teachers to support 

their decisions about classroom instruction, especially as they pertain 

to individual student progress. 

 In interviews, teachers regularly report that they find the act of 

collecting data and receiving immediate feedback valuable.  Many noted 

that the fast turnaround of information prevents data from being “dead 

on arrival” and improves its relevance for classroom decision making. 

Another point of interest is that progress monitoring appeared to 

increase student involvement in their own academic progress. At some 

schools, students regularly plot their own progress on graphs or charts, 

which are then posted in reading rooms or classrooms.  Teachers and 

administrators also noted the benefits of using the data to increase 

parent involvement. By using the DIBELS assessment data to introduce 

information about student progress to parents during parent teacher 

conferences, and in schools where students are making strong gains in 
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reading, teachers and administrators were better able to keep parents 

abreast of their child’s progress, as well as share strategies that 

parents can use with their child in the home.   Teachers indicated that 

interest in using student assessment data to engage parents has gained 

in popularity as educators exchange ideas across districts.  In some 

cases, students even lead discussions with their parents about their own 

progress during their parent-teacher conferences. Teachers report using 

their assessment and progress monitoring data as way to introduce their 

reading goals and expected progress over the course of the year.    

 The emerging role that students are taking in the use of 

assessment and progress monitoring data comes as somewhat of a surprise, 

particularly because it appears to be a result of ongoing progress 

monitoring taking place in so many locations.  When progress monitoring 

was first introduced, interview data suggested skepticism among 

educators about an increase in time spent on assessments precipitating a 

corresponding decrease in time spent on instruction. Previous 

experiences with assessments lead some teachers to question the 

appropriateness of assessments for such young children, and the over-

testing of at-risk students.  These concerns, however, quickly 

dissipated within our sample. We speculate that they have as the result 

of the assessment’s ease of administration (one minute per student) and, 

the data’s relevance (the instant turn-around from assessment to data-

point along an individual aim line).  Teachers may also be picking up on 

students’ interest in their own progress as represented by their desire 

to view their progress on the handheld computer. These findings have led 

to more questions about the collection of assessment data as it relates 

to student outcomes, and in particular about the role that progress 

monitoring plays in supporting student reading success and engagement in 

monitoring their reading growth. 

Progress Monitoring Data Set 

During the fall of 2004, approximately 10,000 teachers working in 

31 states used handheld computers to collect and analyze data for 
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approximately 200,000 students in preK through sixth grade.  The data 

collected on these 200,000 constitutes our sample for this study.  The 

data presented here have been collected by teachers, reading coaches, or 

others working at the classroom level in schools that have chosen to (a) 

adopt the use of the DIBELS assessment for early literacy, and (b) 

collect DIBELS assessment data using handheld computers.  While the 

circumstances for data collection vary from school to school, district 

to district, and state to state, there are many commonalities that exist 

among all these locations.  They are: 

• All teachers, or others responsible for the collection of the 

DIBELS assessment data, participated in professional 

development events focused on the administration of the DIBELS 

assessment, and aimed to support the DIBELS’ administration 

using a handheld computer.   

• All teachers, or others responsible for collecting the DIBELS 

data, have access to a website where assessment data is shown 

and stored.  This information is available in multiple visually 

enhanced formats that make use of graphics and color coding to 

highlight students at varying levels according to the DIBELS 

assessment. 

• All teachers were exposed to the basic DIBELS recommendations 

about how often teachers should conduct progress monitoring. 

These guidelines suggest that students who are identified as 

performing at Benchmark (on grade level) should be progress 

monitored least once every couple of months; students who are 

performing at the Strategic level (requiring strategic support 

so that they can attain grade level proficiency) should be 

progress monitored approximately once every four weeks; and 

students who are performing at the Intensive level (needing 

intensive support to attain grade level proficiency) should be 

progress monitored every two weeks.  It should be noted that 

individual schools, districts and states have requirements that 
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may differ from these ranging from no requirement at all for 

progress monitoring, to weekly progress monitoring for the most 

at-risk students. 

Analysis of Progress Monitoring Data  

 To assess the impact of progress monitoring, we conducted multiple 

analyses using our sample of 200,000 students. The sample includes data 

on students for whom teachers conducted three benchmark assessments 

during the course of a single year. Students also received either rno 

progress monitoring, minimal of frequent progress monitoring. This data 

sample represents an extremely diverse array of district types, sizes, 

demographics, and instructional practices. However it should be noted 

that this sample is somewhat self-selected in that a decision was made 

on either the school, district or state level to purchase the DIBELS 

assessment system using Wireless Generation’s mCLASS software to 

facilitate the administration of the DIBELS.  Students’ results from 

classrooms where teachers used paper and pencil to administer progress 

monitoring were not included in this analysis. To discover the impact 

that progress monitoring has on student reading outcomes as measured by 

the DIBELS, the data set was sorted into conditions according to the 

following variables:   

1.  student grade level: K, 1, 2, or 3; 

2.  time period of interest: beginning-to-middle of year or middle-to-

end of year; 

3.  the number of progress monitoring assessments administered during 

the period:  none (“no PM”), 1-6 (“infrequent PM” this would allow 

for approximately one progress monitoring every four weeks during 

a single semester), or 7 or more (“frequent PM” this would allow 

for approximately one progress monitoring every two weeks during  

a single semester); and 

4.  the student’s instructional support recommendation at the 

beginning of the period, as determined by the full DIBELS 

benchmark assessment:  intensive (high risk), strategic (some 
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risk), or benchmark (low risk). 

Most of the analyzed conditions included an n of several thousand 

students or more.  

 The DIBELS measure used to assess gain in each grade and time 

period of interest was determined by the progress monitoring guidelines 

published by the assessment’s authors.  For each student, a gain score 

was calculated by taking the difference between the student’s raw scores 

on that measure at the beginning and end of the period.  An effect size 

was calculated for each of the “infrequent PM” and “frequent PM” 

conditions by comparing its mean gain and standard deviation of gain to 

the mean gain and standard deviation of the corresponding “no PM” 

condition.  To ascertain if any meaningful differences exist between the 

results of students who receive varying amounts of progress monitoring, 

students’ mean scores were compared with the standard deviations to 

determine the effect sizes.  Table 8.1 shows the sample and effect sizes 

for each of the analyzed conditions.  

_____________________________ 

Insert Table 8.1 Near Here 

Findings 

 The results of these analyses indicate that frequency of progress 

monitoring has a positive impact on student outcomes.  Where fewer 

progress monitoring administrations took place, smaller effect sizes 

were observed.  Where larger numbers of progress monitoring 

administrations took place, greater effect sizes were seen (see Figures 

8.4a, 8.4b, and 8.4c). 

_______________________________________________ 

Insert Figures 8.4a, 8.4b, and 8.4c Near Here 

• The average number of progress monitoring administrations per 

period in the “infrequent PM” conditions was 3 (a monthly progress 

monitoring protocol would fall into these conditions).  Small to 

moderate effect sizes were observed in all of these conditions, 

with the strongest effect sizes observed in kindergarten (ranging 
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from 0.26 to 0.71). 

• The average number of progress monitoring administrations per 

period in the “frequent PM” conditions was 11 (a weekly progress 

monitoring protocol would fall into these conditions).  Moderate 

to large effect sizes were observed in almost all of these 

conditions, with the strongest effects being observed in 

kindergarten and first grade (ranging from 0.40 to 1.25) and 

declining in the higher grades. 

• In all cases, the “frequent PM” condition had a greater effect 

size than the corresponding “infrequent PM” condition.  This 

suggests that bringing the frequency of progress monitoring up to 

the levels suggested by the DIBELS authors—every 1 to 2 weeks for 

struggling readers—may yield a greater benefit to students than a 

less frequent approach. 

• Comparable effect sizes were observed between the corresponding 

intensive, strategic, and benchmark conditions.  This important 

finding suggests that all students may benefit from some level of 

progress monitoring, even if they are showing good reading 

performance. 

 The differences in mean gains between the “infrequent PM” and the 

“no PM” conditions, and between the “frequent PM” and the “no PM” 

conditions, were significant at the p < .001 level.  These results 

reinforce, on a large scale, the existing research that progress 

monitoring has an impact on students’ academic growth.  More 

specifically, they imply that students who receive frequent progress 

monitoring are experiencing greater reading gains than those students 

who receive infrequent or no progress monitoring.  It therefore appears 

that a positive relationship exists between more frequent progress 

monitoring and reading gains. 

 As educators and researchers we recognize that the administration 

of an assessment, in isolation, is unlikely to change student reading 

outcomes.  We can speculate that between the administration of the 
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assessment and the student’s change in reading outcome, something occurs 

that precipitates a change in reading. Moreover, we hypothesize based on 

these findings that whatever the “it” is that takes place between the 

assessment and the student outcome, increasing the frequency of the 

assessment makes the “it” more effective.  This leads to questioning 

what takes place during and after progress monitoring.  What kinds of 

interactions do teachers and their students have during this activity?  

And what do teachers and their students take away from this activity? 

Analyses of interviews and observations in a range of settings where 

progress monitoring occurs, provide perspective on what is happening 

during the progress monitoring activity for both teachers and students.   

Here we draw on classroom observations as well as the interviews 

with teachers and administrators about the use of assessment data to 

inform instruction to further explore the relationship between progress 

monitoring and positive student reading outcomes. The data suggest that 

teachers follow the recommendations offered by the DIBELS developers for 

administering progress monitoring.  Students identified as at Benchmark 

on the DIBELS are progress monitored two or three times per semester, 

students identified as needing strategic support are progress monitored 

approximately once each month, and students identified as needing 

intensive support are progress monitored approximately once every two 

weeks.  Within these recommendations variation exists from school to 

school, and even from classroom to classroom.  Some teachers report 

feeling that progress monitoring is so valuable and so quick to 

administer, they regularly progress monitor all students, regardless of 

their support recommendation.  Others feel that progress monitoring is 

so time-consuming it takes away from instructional time, and hence 

administer it only to the most struggling readers in the class.  

Several salient themes in regard to the benefits of progress 

monitoring emerged from the data collected. Progress monitoring can 

provide an opportunity for:  

• a teacher and a student to sit quietly and read a connected 
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text, with the teacher paying close attention to the students’ 

reading; 

• students to participate in the assessment process by viewing 

the outcome of the assessment immediately and noting progress 

or lack of progress; and 

• a teacher to have access to clear grade-appropriate goals for 

students. 

Each of these may seem like common events within the course of 

schooling, yet for many teachers and students the opportunity for these 

kinds of events is rare.   

Time to Read Connected Text 

With increased emphasis on the five big ideas in reading: phonemic 

awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension (National Reading 

Panel, 2000) and influence from the relatively successful Reading First 

Initiative, schools and teachers are increasingly focusing their reading 

instruction on the multiple discrete skills of reading to prepare 

students to become readers.  Yet, observations in multiple classrooms 

reveal that focusing on these skills alone may squeezes out the reading 

of connected texts.  Students spend significant time reading decodable 

texts (designed to provide practice in a particular skill, such as 

reading a short “a” sound), but less time reading real texts. Teachers 

who have large classes and little, if any classroom assistance do not 

have the chance to sit quietly with an individual student and listen to 

that student read. We therefore pose the question:  could the positive 

outcomes associated with frequent progress monitoring be a result of 

increased attention and time spent reading connected text, as well as 

increased time spent with a teacher and student working one-on-one?  If 

so, more frequent progress monitoring would serve to yield both of these 

positive events. Still, it is difficult to expect that a single minute 

more spent on reading, even every two weeks, would have much impact on 

student outcomes.  While this might represent a large percentage of the 

reading done by students needing intensive support, it is likely a very 
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small percentage of the overall reading done by students who are already 

at benchmark. 

Student Participation in Assessment 

One of the greatest changes observed in classrooms where teachers 

introduced progress monitoring were teachers’ and students’ attitudes 

towards the data collected.  In most cases, when it comes to assessment 

data, the teacher administers the assessment, submits the data to 

another entity (the state, the district), and then receives the results 

some time later.  Usually, the results arrive after a student has left, 

or long after a particular skill or task was introduced.  These data 

therefore are rendered useless and only serve accountability purposes.  

They are not designed to inform instruction in the classroom.  The 

introduction of progress monitoring, particularly in conjunction with 

the handheld computer, has changed this considerably.  Because teachers 

have access to the data they collect immediately, which are presented in 

a format that is readily accessible (it is immediately clear where a 

student “is”) these data can be incorporated into planning and 

discussions among teachers as they consider how to group students and 

provide targeted instruction.  In addition, teachers at multiple 

locations regularly include their students in viewing assessment data.  

In some settings, students reported their progress to their parents and 

families.  In one particular instance, the parents of a child who was 

telling them about his results, attended a parent-teacher conference 

wanting an explanation of what their child was discussing.  This 

prompted the teacher to share progress monitoring data with all of her 

students and their families.  In other schools, teachers have taught 

their students how to plot their own progress monitoring data on charts, 

and encouraged students to lead discussions about their reading progress 

using these charts during parent-teacher conferences.  These are very 

different approaches to using data than previously existed in these 

settings before progress monitoring was introduced.  Through the 

implementation of these approaches, students have become more empowered 
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as individuals within the assessment process. They better understand 

what is being measured and what their goals are.  More engaged in the 

process, students exhibit more ownership over their own learning, and 

perhaps feel a greater level of control over their ability to perform as 

readers.   

Teacher Access to Grade Appropriate Goals  

The majority of teachers greatly appreciated the clarity and 

simplicity of the presentation of information associated with the 

progress monitoring function. While very experienced teachers know what 

type of text, or fluency of reading, to expect from a student in a given 

grade, most teachers experience some trouble identifying exactly what a 

first, second or third grader should be able to do as a reader at grade 

level.  This problem is compounded in schools that serve large numbers 

of struggling readers.  Teachers who have worked with struggling readers 

year after year can loose sight of what the expectations are of a 

student who is at grade level.  For these teachers, regular access to 

information about where a student is in relation to expectations for his 

or her grade level are valuable.  The use of progress monitoring ensures 

that teachers have a consistent and relatively accurate set of goals for 

their students and that expectations are consistent for all students.  

In addition, this information allows teachers to continually check on 

the impact that their classroom instruction is having in relation to 

reading at grade level.    

 Each of these three common elements in the administration of 

progress monitoring has the potential to play a role in increasing 

student outcomes on the DIBELS measure.  While the chance to read 

connected text may not, on its own, have much impact, the opportunity 

for a student to receive individualized attention from his of her 

teacher is positive.  In addition, for teachers and students to engage 

in conversations about student progress furthers their interactions and 

may encourage students to take ownership over their own academic 

achievement. At the same time, teachers must have access to accurate 
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information about student reading levels in relation to end goals to 

determine progress, and make judgments about appropriate and effective 

instruction.  Without concrete goals in sight, teachers will struggle to 

identify whether a student is or is not making progress.  Progress 

monitoring assists in the creation of clear goals, and provides a 

consistent set of tools to track progress in reaching those goals.  

 Other factors should be considered when attempting to understand 

the relationship between progress monitoring and the student outcomes 

mentioned above. For example, the regular review and analysis of student 

progress might cause educators to more readily respond with more 

effective instruction that accelerates student growth.  As noted above, 

this effect has been seen in other studies, including many which have 

monitored teacher behaviors in response to progress monitoring.  

 It is also important to note the possibility that there is a 

“testing effect” associated with progress monitoring producing an 

increase in student scores with more frequent assessment.  The less 

desirable type of testing effect, in which students end up memorizing 

test forms and items but do not actually learn to master the broader 

skill, is most likely eliminated because of the use of alternate text 

passages. The more desirable type of testing effect, in which repeated 

testing reinforces the student’s skill and retention, may well be 

occurring here.  This effect has been observed in many high-quality 

studies conducted in different domains of classroom instruction 

(Roediger & Karpicke, 2006).   

Final Comments 

 This analysis represents a broad, high-level view of the impact of 

progress monitoring.  Studies which include more contextual information 

about the specific uses of progress monitoring data (e.g., decision-

making protocols and instructional choices) may yield more pertinent 

information about how to effectively implement progress monitoring to 

best benefit students. Nonetheless, these findings raise some 

interesting new questions.  For instance, it has been widely accepted 
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that progress monitoring and use of progress monitoring data have 

important benefits for struggling readers, but these findings imply that 

there are important benefits for stronger readers as well.   More 

research that investigates why and how this phenomenon occurs may prove 

quite valuable for schools trying to sustain strong reading growth for 

all students.  Finally, educators continue to grapple with the question 

of how much progress monitoring is enough?  This is an important 

question, as it is necessary to balance the time spent on assessment and 

using the data with the time spent on instruction.  The findings 

presented in this study indicate a consistent correlation between 

frequency of progress monitoring and student reading performance, and 

support the implementation of progress monitoring at least at the 

recommended levels by DIBELS authors.  However, further investigation 

may support that for optimal outcomes for all students, the minimally 

recommended frequency of progress monitoring should be raised. 
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