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Introduction

This guidance has been prepared to assist schools in developing their assessments of pupils with literacy

difficulties.  It has been developed in response to requests for advice on the use of standardised assessment

for diagnostic purposes, target setting and programme planning.   It should be read in conjunction with the

range of guidance on curriculum entitlement for children with special educational needs.

When planning for children with special educational needs, teachers need to ensure that they set suitable

learning objectives by tracking back through the National Curriculum Framework, including the PNS

Renewed Framework for teaching literacy.  Guidance on this process is provided in Including all children in

the literacy hour and daily mathematics lesson (DfES 2002).

The SEN Code of Practice specifies that schools have a duty to identify children’s needs and make

appropriate provision.  The role of the SENCo is to ‘take the lead in (the) assessment of the child’s particular

strengths and weaknesses; in planning future support for the child in discussion with colleagues; and in

monitoring and subsequently reviewing the action taken’. (COP 4.16) This includes the assessment of

children who have significant difficulties in the areas of literacy, some of whom may have dyslexia. 

This guidance assists schools in carrying out detailed literacy assessments for children with dyslexia and

other literacy difficulties.  It considers the use of National Curriculum and other curriculum-based

assessments and when standardised tests may be appropriate.  It also addresses the issue of selecting

relevant and valid measures to supplement other curriculum-based assessments.

The guidance on assessment supplements Milton Keynes Dyslexia Policy (2003) and Dyslexia: Information

for Parents (2004).  Milton Keynes Dyslexia Policy was developed to clarify the role of schools in assessing

children with significant difficulties in literacy that may be classified as dyslexia.

The Assessment of Dyslexia

Dyslexia is evident when accurate and fluent word reading and/or spelling develops very incompletely or with

great difficulty.  This focuses on literacy learning at the ‘word level’ and implies that the problem is severe and

persistent despite appropriate learning opportunities. It provides the basis of a staged process of assessment

through teaching. 

Milton Keynes Dyslexia Policy, 2003 and British Psychological Society, 1999



1. Key features in defining dyslexia

• The child has difficulties in reading accuracy and fluency.

• The child has difficulties in spelling accuracy.

• Difficulties in word reading and/or spelling are priority needs.

• The difficulties are severe.  Milton Keynes Dyslexia Policy uses the criterion of at least School

Action.

• The difficulties are persistent and the child has received effective additional provision. 

• The child has received appropriate learning opportunities.  

• Staff would have consulted with support services regarding the child’s needs, including SENDIS

and the Educational Psychology Service.

• Parent support and involvement would have been sought.

• The pupil is involved.

2. How to assess key features of dyslexia:

• Assessment of reading accuracy

At word level, NLS lists are useful for assessing accuracy, as are lists of the vocabulary needed for

particular subjects or personal interests.  Standardised tests of word reading provide measures of

attainment in addition to diagnostic information. However, it should be noted that some reading

tests that purport to measure reading accuracy are measures of text reading rather than word

reading, as the child is able to use contextual cues, e.g. Neale Analysis of Reading Ability-Revised. 

Non-word reading tests are particularly useful as they give insights into phonic knowledge and

pinpoint decoding skills.

• Assessment of reading fluency

Reading fluency can be calculated informally using a stopwatch and counting the number of words

read in a certain period.  Fluent reading gives an indication of secure word knowledge. Measures

of text level reading can yield information not only about reading accuracy but also about fluency.

A few word reading tests include measures of fluency.

• Assessment of spelling

Informal assessment of spelling can be made using NLS word lists.  To supplement this information,

standardised assessment using a single word spelling test should be carried out.

• Reading and/or spelling difficulties are priority areas of need.

The school needs to have considered the following areas before using the term dyslexia:

- Absence from school

- Changes of school

- Changes of staff 

- Sensory impairment

- English as an additional language

- Medical conditions

- Behavioural difficulties

- Engagement and motivation

It is recognised that some children have additional difficulties that may accompany dyslexia.  In

particular, it is common for children with dyslexia to have a history of speech and language

difficulties.  A common underlying factor in dyslexia is poor phonological processing.



• Measuring severity of difficulties

The child would be receiving provision in school at School Action.  This would include some

provision that is ‘additional to and different from those provided as part of the school’s usual

differentiated curriculum’.  This would be thoroughly monitored through target setting and review,

and parents would be consulted.

Some children would be at School Action Plus, which would involve provision as above. In addition

to this, the class or subject teacher and the SENCO are provided with advice or support from

outside specialists e.g. SENDIS.  Thresholds for School Action Plus are summarised in Milton

Keynes SEN Handbook.

• Evaluating persistence

The child has received effective provision at School Action.  The child has at least one evaluated

Individual Education Plan (IEP) that targets word level reading and/or spelling.

• The provision of appropriate learning opportunities

In order to use the term dyslexia, the child needs to have had access to:

Wave 1:

‘Quality First Teaching’: the effective inclusion of all children in a high-quality literacy hour.  This

would include ensuring that materials are age appropriate and conceptually relevant.  Schools may

be working towards dyslexia friendly classrooms.

Wave 3:

Specific targeted approaches for individual children identified as requiring SEN intervention.

Children at Wave 3 may have particular needs related to literacy, or needs associated with other

barriers to their learning.  

Provision at Wave 3 is likely to draw on specialist advice.  It may involve the adjustment of learning

objectives and teaching styles, and/or additional provision.  It aims to reduce gaps in attainment and

facilitate greater access to Waves 1 or 2.

Children receiving Wave 3 support will always be placed on School Action and on School Action

Plus if an external agency is involved in assessment, planning and review.

Some children at Wave 3 may have received Wave 2 small group provision in the past, e.g. ELS,

ALS or KS3 Literacy Units.

Many schools are identifying, developing and evaluating their provision through the use of a

‘provision map’.

Further practical guidance on assessing reading and spelling is included in Appendix 1.

• The role of support services

SENDIS

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Inclusion Service works in partnership with schools

and other settings to increase their capacity to teach pupils who have SEN and/or a disability.

SENDIS support is based on the needs of individual pupils, broader school issues and issues

across groups of schools.

SENDIS aims to:

• contribute to raising achievement by promoting inclusive practice where barriers to learning are

overcome, suitable challenges set and pupils’ diverse needs met.

• develop the knowledge, skills and expertise of practitioners and work collaboratively with other

divisions and agencies.

• encourage early intervention.



The Educational Psychology Service 

Educational Psychologists work through a consultation framework to:

• support schools to meet children’s complex needs.

• evaluate interventions and projects. 

• work closely with parents.  

An educational psychologist will always be involved if the Local Authority is making a statutory

assessment of a pupil’s special educational needs.

• Parental involvement

Parents should be involved in discussions when there are concerns about progress in literacy.  The

information that they can contribute to assessment can be valuable in identifying their child’s needs

and possible ways forward.  Parents need to be aware of the actions the school is taking and their

views should be taken into account. SENCOs should make use of the leaflet entitled ‘Dyslexia:

Information for Parents’ available from the Educational Psychology Service.

• Pupil involvement

The child should be consulted about all matters concerning them including their learning targets.

During the assessment process, they are likely to have some insights into what helps them to learn,

and when they experience difficulties.  Some useful guidance on involving children and young

people can be found in the Enabling Pupil Participation section of the Milton Keynes SEN

Handbook.

2.   The Assessment of other Literacy Difficulties

• Comprehension

Reading comprehension can only be assessed at text level.  Informal assessment can be carried

out using a range of reading books, curriculum texts, magazines, etc. taking into account a pupil’s

interests.  Some standardised text-reading tests include miscue analysis, which provides useful

information about the particular strategies being used.  These can provide ideas for programme

planning.

Many children who have problems in reading comprehension have difficulties in language

development.  Advice is available to schools from support services including the Speech and

Language Therapy Service.

• Handwriting:

Some children with literacy difficulties have problems in developing handwriting skills.  Guidance is

given in the Guidelines for supporting school-aged children with co-ordination difficulties in the MK

SEN Handbook.

Handwriting speed needs to be assessed for special arrangements for GCSEs and in some

circumstances for SATs.  



APPENDIX 1:  Assessing Reading and Spelling

AREA SKILLS EXAMPLES

Phonological Skills:

Oral/ aural blending and

segmenting skills

Phonic Skills:

Grapheme/phoneme

correspondence

See to say

Phonic Skills:

Reading regular words

and non-words

Fluent word reading
TOWRE sight word

efficiency sub-test

Phonically

regular words

and non-words

Randomised alphabet list

Playing with Sounds:

phoneme/grapheme

correspondence

TOWRE phonemic

decoding efficiency sub-

test

PHAB non-word reading

test

Decoding task (Playing

with Sounds

Words from schemes, e.g.

Sounds-Write

High frequency words

Sight vocabulary

NLS High and Medium Frequency

word lists (list 1 and 2)

TOWRE sight word efficiency

WRAT 3 Reading

Sounds-Write and Playing

with Sounds screening

materials.

Phonographix exercises (if

already available in

school)

PhAB Alliteration and

Rhyme tests

Phonological

Skills

Word

Reading



AREA SKILLS EXAMPLES

High frequency words

Sight vocabulary

Regular words

Fluent text reading

Reading Comprehension

NARA” reading fluency

Miscue analysis

SATs Reading Comprehension

NARA” reading comprehension

NFER progress tests:

Reading Comprehension

SATs Reading Comprehension

Encoding

Grapheme/phoneme

correspondence

Hear to write

Regular words from schemes

Randomised alphabet

NLS high frequency word

lists

Single Word Spelling

(NFER Nelson)

WRAT 3 spelling

Vernon Graded Word

Spelling Test
Word

Spelling

Text

Reading



Resources

Title

Neale Analysis of

Reading Ability, 2nd

revised British

edition (NARAII)

Reading Reflex

(Phonographix)

Phonological

Assessment Battery

(PhAB)

Sounds-Write

Single Word

Spelling

Test of Word

Reading Efficiency

(TOWRE)

Vernon Graded

Word Spelling Test

Wide Range

Achievement Test
III

(WRAT 3) Reading,

Spelling and

Arithmetic

Playing with

Sounds: a

Supplement to

Progression in

Phonics

1989

1998

1997

2004

2000

1999

1997

1993

2004

Neale, M D

McGuinness, C and

McGuiness, G

Fredrickson, N;

Frith, V and

Reason, R

Case, S; Philpot, D

and Walker, J

Sacre, L and

Masterson, J

Torgesen, J K;

Wagner, R K and

Rashotte, C A

Vernon, P E

Wilkinson, G S

NFER-Nelson

http://www.nfer-

nelson.co.uk/catalogue

Penguin

NFER-Nelson

Available locally following

training

NFER-Nelson

Pro-Ed (available in the

UK from Harcourt

Assessment)

Hodder and Stoughton

Wide Range Inc

(available in the UK from

Harcourt Assessment)

Department for Education

and Skills

Ref DfES 0280-2004

6 - 12 years 11

months

Most appropriate

for 5 -11 years

6 -14 years

Most appropriate

for 5 -11 years

5 - 15 years 2

months

6 -24 years 11

months

6 - 18 years

5 - 18 years

Foundation and

Year 1 +

Date Authors Publisher Age Range
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