
  

>> Thank you, Pam.  
 

 

>> You're welcome.  
 

 

>> Yeah. I'm trying to figure out what you do with that wall of awards once you retire. Right 

now they're in a box in my garage, and I'm figuring, the kids don't even want my furniture. I'm 

sure they're not going to want those awards. [LAUGHTER] So anyway, but they're all meaningful 

at some time life.  
 

 

So I want to talk to you today about language and literacy connections. And we're going to 

focus on making a difference, the theme of the conference, by focusing on the connections. 

Combining assessment, instruction and intervention. And I'm going to try to highlight 

intervention, because I know that's an area that you often don't get enough of. And I'm going to 

tie it to different forms of assessment.  
 

 

So it's a full hour and a half, and there's another hour session with some more case examples 

after this that are related, but not essential to understand what I'm doing in the first session, 

and vice versa. So there are some – somehow or other, it's not advancing on the screen. I don't 

know why. And why is it stuck? It's advancing on my computer, just kind of frozen on the 

screen.  
 

 

>> Okay, we will find tech.  
 

 

>> Okay, thank you. So I'll just make a couple of disclaimers. Disclosure one is that, as Pam said, 

I am an author of the TILLS, and I'm going to be talking about it a little bit. And that's the Test of 

Integrated Language and Literacy Skills. And Paul H. Brookes has a booth here. I will -- I can be 

at that booth tomorrow morning to answer questions during that breakfast session. So if 

anybody wants to come by then and ask more, I'm just going to barely mention that today. And 

then I also have many acknowledgements, including the federal government, who gave us a big 

grant. But the ideas that I'm going to share with you are not those of the federal government. 

They're of our research team.  
 

 

There are some learning objectives -- is somebody getting me some tech support?  
 



 

>> Yes.  
 

 

>> And they are that you're -- I'm going to talk about how oral language and written language 

are parallel. And hopefully you'll have a model that you can use to talk with teachers and 

parents. In fact, I want to ask -- take a minute to ask, how many people in here are Special Ed 

classroom teachers? Okay, great. How many General Ed? Any General Ed classroom teachers? 

Are there parents of kids with disabilities? So another thing is to talk about a model for how we 

can understand dyslexia. Pennsylvania has a dyslexia law. So do at least 34 other states. And 

how that relates to other kinds of language and literacy problems, because not all children have 

dyslexia, and some children with dyslexia haven't had the kinds of services that they've needed 

in the past, which why we're doing some of the things that we're doing today.  
 

 

So first of all, I want to explain why I often use this slash in the middle of language/literacy 

disorders. Because we do hear the term "language and literacy," and that always bugs me a 

little bit, because it's not an and, really. They are -- they're very overlapping concepts, but not 

exactly the same.  
 

 

So it's an awkward kind of thing. We have our TILLS Test, is the Test of Integrated Language and 

Literacy Skills, because kids, what they need to do in the classroom to be successful is to be able 

to integrate their oral language knowledge with the new demands as they start school for 

literacy, and over the course of education to use their skills in literacy, to continue to develop 

their basic language knowledge of vocabulary, of sentence structure, of how essays are 

organized. And how they can, in fact, use their own expressive language in writing to entertain 

people, to convince people of a point of view, to communicate, really. And so, I got stuck in the 

middle, I realize now, polling the audience. So I had General Ed teachers, how many of you are 

speech language pathologists? How many of you are school psychologists? Administrators? Did 

I say parents and kids with disabilities? Parents of any kid? [LAUGHTER] Okay, so we all have 

our issues. Who did I forget? Other kinds of -- anyway, you guys are all educators. You're all 

interested in making a difference for children with special needs, and really for all children. And 

figuring out how to make the world better for all kids. And I would say that one of the things we 

have to keep in mind is that changing lives is about more than changing language systems. If we 

want kids to engage in their own learning, to have goals for themselves, as our keynote speaker 

encouraged us to do, we need to show them how to do that. And help them develop the self-

confidence and the hope to realize that they actually can really influence other people by what 

they say and think, and how they write and learn from others what they read.  
 

 



So that leads me to think about, what is this relationship between language disorders, learning 

disabilities and reading disorders, as this sort of this classic little overlap, but each is kind of a 

distinct construct, or maybe they're really, really separate. Does anybody believe this one? No, I 

don't, either. Or maybe they're really, really overlapping, but there are some little distinctions 

that are important and we should keep in mind.  
 

 

So I want to take a second to just think about how psychological processes and language 

processes relate to each other. And this relates to how we identify kids, and what we call them 

in order to get them into Special Education, and provide some services for them. The classical 

definition of -- okay, now it's not adjusting on the screen, so I can't see where I'm going next. 

That's okay, I can tell up here. So in the classical definition and idea that has been there, really, 

from the beginning, is that the term "specific learning disability" -- and I noticed in your data 

that it's still the largest category, right -- means a disorder in one or more of the basic 

psychological processes. So historically, if you're a school psychologist who plays a big role in 

identifying these kids, you might focus on that, involved in understanding. But if you are a 

language specialist or a literacy specialist, you might focus on these words, understanding 

they're psychological processes, but they're not just any psychological processes. They're the 

processes that are involved in understanding or using language, spoken or written. And how do 

they manifest? They manifest -- and this is the outcome, or what does it look like when we're 

talking -- again our keynote -- they manifest an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, 

spell, express yourself in writing, or do mathematical calculations.  
 

 

So we might think about this sort of relationship of cognitive processes, and things like memory 

and attention, and ability to concentrate on an area, or focus our attention. But we can also 

think slightly above that are these language processes. And I'm going to focus on a model that 

goes -- sound, word, sentence and discourse. So those are four levels. You see how I have them 

arranged? Are they top to bottom, or bottom to top? Here they're bottom to top, but 

oftentimes I think about them in the reverse order. So I like that technique that our speaker 

was using. Let's chorally state these.  
 

 

>> Sound, word, sentence, discourse.  
 

 

>> And I'm going to show you that there are data that suggest that these sound and word 

constructs go together as a single construct that is word structure knowledge. And the sentence 

and discourse constructs go together in a way that has to do with supporting listening 

comprehension, reading comprehension, oral expression and written expression. They're the 

deeper -- and sometimes they're called "higher-level" constructs. And then there's academic 



performance, which used to be called achievement, is the representation of when you apply all 

of these abilities. So in terms of assessment, knowing what to do and connecting assessment 

and intervention, we have to understand how these processes are related to these processes, 

and how they show up in the things that kids do in classrooms. But the focus of today's 

afternoon session is going to be on language processes of the oral and written.  
 

 

Just wanted to show you, a minute, the International Dyslexia Association definition and the 

focus on dyslexia as a language-based learning disability, has to do with specific language skills, 

especially phonology. Shows up as reading difficulty, also effects on their language skills, can 

change at a different point in time over a person's life. So kids may express their needs 

differently at different points in time. Also in the DSM-5, dyslexia is an alternative term. It's a 

particular pattern of learning difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or fluent 

word recognition. So there is a sound-word level problem. Poor decoding -- sound-word level 

problem. Poor spelling abilities -- also a sound world level problem. So if we're going to 

differentiate the dyslexia profile from other equally important profiles of language learning 

disabilities, then we may need some assessment tools that are going to help us figure that out.  
 

 

So what does this look like? How can we connect? And I want to show you some evidence 

about these factor differences. So if we think of language levels as being parallel processes, I've 

been focusing on this idea that there being a sentence discourse level, and there's also a sound-

word level. And they're distinct. And there's factor data, okay, do you remember hearing about 

factor analysis from your stats classes? It has to do with evidence that there are different 

dimensions that these are kind of separate constructs, and yet they work together. What there 

isn't evidence of is the historical pattern. Do you remember people trying to diagnose, is that a 

receptive language problem, or is that an expressive language problem? The trouble is, there is 

not evidence that there are separate factors for receptive and expressive language when we 

assess. And why is that? Think about any assessment task you have to give a child. Does it have 

any receptive language demands? Any assessment task, almost. I mean, even if it's one that's 

supposedly non-verbal, there's still some receptive comprehension going on there. And how 

about expression? How do you know what the child knows? They have to do something, right 

to show you? And then you have to analyze it to figure out what they know, what that tells you 

about what they know. You can't separate them in assessment. You can -- there are some 

differences. I mean, right now, what are you doing? Are you expressing yourself? Unless you're 

sitting there texting and I can't see you -- you are doing receptive language, right? And I'm up 

here blabbing away, doing expressive. And it depends on the side that you're on.  
 

 

So if you look at these as two sides of the same coin and you see that in expressive language, 

you start with your ideas. You start at the discourse level, in thinking of, so discourse might be, I 



wonder what so-and-so's doing for dinner tonight? I'm going to ask them if they want to share a 

dinner with me. That's a discourse plan. And then you have to execute it by going and picking 

the exact words and the sentence structures. And how you go about it depends on how good 

friends you are, and whether you think the answer's going to be yes or no. There's just all this 

stuff goes into deciding it. And then on their side, they have to be able to recognize the words 

and know -- I mean, and we take that for granted, right? Because it's so automatic for most of 

us. It's mostly automatic with oral-oral communication. It's not as automatic if the message 

comes through reading. And texting, with today's world, there's a lot of social communication 

that goes on through Reading and Writing as well. So kids can get left out if they can't do that. 

So there is a sound-word knowledge that is using for decoding and encoding, recognizing and 

pronouncing, in all modalities. And those are parallel functions across modalities. In our brains, 

we store information about phonology, and we store information about letter patterns. And we 

put those together, and they help us. They even help us remember things. So when you're 

having trouble thinking of somebody's name, you may be able to come up with a first letter of 

their name.  
 

 

So as clinicians and teachers, we should be making the most of that, teaching them to use those 

associations and to draw on them clearly. But that's not all. You also have to be able to 

understand complex sentences to make sense of what the teacher says, what the textbook 

says. And when you get into secondary school, textbooks get even harder. And if we never look 

at the language in textbooks, we may be sticking with Jane Can Run. You know, Can Jane Run 

kinds of sentences, instead of the kinds of complex things that kids are expected to learn in 

school. So we need to look at their curricular language, to see how it is.  
 

 

Now, in terms of making your assessment match your -- help you really understand what kids 

need, there is a model, this quadrant model I've been referring to. And so you see here as it's 

drawn by Maggie Snowling and Dorothy Bishop in the United Kingdom, they said, we can figure 

out -- phonological skills are very important to identify the difference between kids with 

dyslexia and other kinds of language literacy disorders. But that's not all. There are also these 

things that they cleverly called "non-phonological language skills," which I think they might be 

better called "sentence discourse level skills." So it's not -- and then you can measure them. 

And you may be able to identify, is this an area of weakness? So you see there's a negative sign 

on the left, positive sign -- so low phonological skills over here, high phonological skills over 

here. And you can do the same thing with these sentence discourse level skills, low down here 

and high up here. So these two quadrants are low, these are high.  
 

 

Now, that probably seems really confusing. I'm going to show you the way that we've kind of 

mapped this a slightly different way, and trying to model our assessment tool, that TILLS that 



I've been mentioning. So the sound-word level ability -- you can assess a variety of tasks, which 

I'm going to go over briefly, and get a score from low to high for sound-word level ability. And 

then you can plot that against a score for sentence discourse ability, and you end up with these 

four quadrants. So if you have a child who is at least normal -- so by "normal," I'm going to just 

use the standard -- one standard deviation below the mean, okay, up to anything above that. If 

they're high-high, those are typical kids. Whoops -- I didn't mean to do that, but that's okay. 

They're typical kids. And that's where our standardization group is for our test. They're almost 

all up here. We have a few scattered around here and there, but 80 percent or more are up 

here.  
 

 

Then we have this -- focus with me for a minute on the lower left hand quadrant. These are the 

low-low kids. These are the kids who have struggles with both a sound-word structure 

knowledge and sentence discourse knowledge. They're going to have some trouble with 

reading, decoding and spelling. They're also going to have some trouble with comprehending 

what they read, or comprehending what they hear, and expressing themselves in complex 

ways. They may sound okay when they talk, especially as they get a little older, and then people 

don't always notice that they're still not saying anything that's very complex. Of if you actually 

look at what they said, it's not all that logical. You know, you may find these things that people 

will overlook.  
 

 

And then we have this upper left hand quadrant, which is where they are high in sentence 

discourse ability. So they have good listening comprehension, but they have low sound-word 

ability, so they really struggle with the structure of words.  
 

 

So when I showed you that definition of dyslexia, that's this quadrant. These are the kids who 

have trouble with reading decoding, spelling. They have trouble remembering the patterns, the 

orthographic patterns of print and connecting them to the auditory oral patterns of speaking 

and listening. And they make sometimes errors in word structure expression, and spelling real 

words. Even though they may spell the words right, they may use the wrong forms of words. 

And I'll show you some examples of that.  
 

 

And then we have this kind of whoopsy-oddball corner down here, specific comprehension 

deficit. It has also been called something else. Anybody know? Hyperlexia. And that's because 

these are kids who have good surface structure knowledge, and they may word call. So they 

read with a fair degree of accuracy; they may put the wrong accent on the wrong syllable, and 

you know that they're not really getting those words. And then you ask them what it was about, 

to paraphrase a passage, and they don't have any idea. Or they may have a wrong idea.  



 

 

So lack of comprehension doesn't mean I don't know. Oftentimes it means that kids have a 

slightly off version of what something means. And how do you know that? So one of the things I 

want to -- the reasons that informal assessment is so important is, it helps us figure out when 

the kids are doing that. I'm going to try to, in this limited time I have, I'm going to try to give you 

some ideas about how to do that, how to do curriculum-based language assessment to try to 

figure out what kids know. So this can be called different things, but right now it's being called 

"specific comprehension deficit," because kids are not good at either listening comprehension 

or reading comprehension. What's specific about it is, you don't notice it because they sound 

okay when they talk, and they read the words fairly accurately. Now, the reason that I'm 

questioning this term is that, if you also look at their expressive language, particularly in their 

writing samples, you will see that they're not all that good at written expression, either. But I 

think that it's a good place to start in intervention to work on written expression, and oral 

expression, too, because if kids -- if they can formulate more complex language and they can 

realize that language is supposed to make sense, I think it's a step. One of the tools in your 

quiver, if you will, that you can use when you're trying to help kids develop their 

comprehension skills, and especially with kids who are second language learners, or who come 

from poverty, who have less developed vocabulary -- it's easier for them to get this model in 

their head of more complex language structure, and using language for communication when 

they start with the message themselves. Remember that backwards and forward, two sides of 

the same coin thing. We're developing both sides of the coin constantly.  
 

 

Okay, so I also want to bring up this simple view of reading that relates to the quadrant model. 

It's more specific to reading, but I like it. It's like anything that's simplified; it carries its own 

dangers, because you can get too simple. But parents can relate to it. And the teachers that you 

consult with can relate to it. Because what you've got to figure out is, when a child is struggling 

with reading, is it that they're having trouble getting the code, in coding and decoding, both 

reading decoding and spelling, and word recognition? So fluency is kind of in the middle. And 

you can get an artificial sense that fluency, you can improve fluency in an artificial way by just 

having kids reread the same thing over and over again, or because of some common words are 

so common that they can increase their fluency scores. Fluency picks up both comprehension 

and decoding, to a sense. But then the other part of this is their language ability. So here's the 

same thing, just mapped out a little more easily understood way. So if our goal is to get kids to 

be good at reading comprehension, to be able to learn through reading as we expect them to 

do in school, at least from third grade on, we know that we have to look both at their ability for 

decoding, word recognition, and their oral or their basic -- I should say basic language 

comprehension when it's not affected by decoding. Because decoding can, in fact, reduce, 

right? So if a child is having trouble with reading comprehension, you have to sort out, is the 

problem their language comprehension? Or is their problem reading decoding? And you can do 



that. You can sort it out. Sometimes it's both. Vocabulary is also going to play a role in that, too. 

And in fact, one symptom of dyslexia is that kids' listening comprehension is better than their 

reading comprehension. The trick to that is, you have to have a test that you can compare. You 

can directly compare the listening comprehension and the reading comprehension scores. So 

that was one of the goals we had in developing TILLS.  
 

 

Hollis Scarborough, who is a citizen of your state now in her retirement, put together this 

reading rope. And you can find it online, I think it's really a wonderful way of representing the 

complexity, and how over time, kids get better at pulling these two levels together of word 

recognition and language comprehension, and how complex comprehension is. It's not a simple 

construct. It's a very complex construct.  
 

 

Okay, so now let's talk about connecting assessments and intervention. So I'm going to talk a 

little bit about teacher, parent and child interviews, norm reference testing and curriculum-

based language assessment, and intervention, actually. And then also explicit instruction and 

the code and structure of words.  
 

 

So what do we do with this knowledge? If we figure out whether this child has strengths or 

weaknesses, and sound-word structure knowledge and sentence discourse, or weaknesses in 

both, or one or the other, how can that help us know what to do and where to put our efforts 

in intervention? So if we think about this, we kind of go through a series of steps with any child, 

and it depends a lot on how the steps go, when the child enters the system, and how. But first 

of all, we have to try to figure out if this child has needs. We need to incorporate parent input 

into that, as well as teacher and student input, as well as formal testing, what kinds of needs, 

what kind of pattern, what should we target? And then, what kind of intervention should we 

do? And I think the sound-word structure problems require a very different kind of intervention 

approach than sentence discourse level problems. So that's where we need to figure out how 

to work together to put the best systems in place for these kiddos that we worry about that we 

all have some vested interest in.  
 

 

So let's take a minute to think about what we can get out of formal, and what we can get out of 

informal assessment. We need norm referenced results to know reliably, and have a valid sense 

of how this child performs relative to same-age peers. We're no longer comparing to IQ, so 

we're not doing that anymore. On the other hand, informal assessment doesn't give us norms, 

but it gives us qualitative information that we can really use to know how to help that kid. 

Another element that both give are information about strengths and weaknesses. But again, 

we're not sure in informal how it compares to the peers. And the other problems with formal 



assessment is, we can't modify while we're doing it. We can't use it for dynamic assessment. 

We have to use the test exactly as it was standardized, or we ruin the results. And if we use the 

items outside of the assessment room, we're going to invalidate it for that kid and other kids.  
 

 

But on the other hand, you can modify informal assessment. So I'm going to talk some ways 

about doing that. The problem with curriculum relevant to a formal assessment is it can only be 

curricular-relevant, and that's what we tried to do with TILLS. We tried to make it reflect the 

language demands of the curriculum across the grade levels. But on the other hand, if you 

actually pull out the kids' own classroom textbooks, you can make it curriculum-based. And 

then you know that you're being really relevant to the needs of a child.  
 

 

So let's take a minute together to think about, what are the language demands of the 

curriculum? So I've been talking about this model that has sound, word-level differentiate, 

sound, word, and sentence discourse level. And you don't find a lot in the Common Core about 

phonics and work structure knowledge. You find a little bit, but we expect kids to master this. 

Do they? What about your kids with learning disabilities and dyslexia? They continue to have 

trouble. And, in fact, one of the surprises to us, in standardizing the TILLS, is that the phonemic 

awareness task becomes one of the core identification subtests for the older group, for 12 to 

18-year-olds. Why -- and everybody else can get it. It's not a nice bell-shaped curve, because 

typical kids have mastered it. But the other kids, if you haven't mastered it, then it's very 

discriminative, that this is a problem area for you. And should we work on it? What do you 

think? Should you work on phonemic awareness if the kids haven't mastered it? Yeah. There 

are studies that support that if kids -- if they missed it, and maybe there are some ways -- I'll 

show you some ways that I like to go about that.  
 

 

So here, actually, are some of those. I just pulled out and highlighted a few examples of how 

phonics and word recognition -- grade two, it's a big deal -- I mean, distinguish long and short 

vowels, et cetera. In grade three, decoding words with common Latin suffixes -- it's showing up 

in third grade, guys, okay? We expect that of typical kids. And in grade five, there's still some 

stuff about phonics and word recognition. But by now they should know all letter-sound 

correspondences, syllabication patterns, morphology routes and affixes. And they should be 

able to apply that knowledge to read accurately and familiar multi-syllabic words in context and 

out of context.  
 

 

Now let's look at the other level. Let's look at the sentence discourse level. What do we expect? 

So again, starting at grade two, we see that there are separate -- let me just take a minute to 

tutor you on types of discourse, in case this is not an intimate part of your knowledge base. 



Think of discourse -- and this is again an over-simplification, but I think it'll help you -- think of 

discourse as there are three basic, big categories of discourse. One is conversational, right? So 

conversational discourse, you have two partners, and we influence each other. So it's not like I 

hold the floor. It's like you and I banter back and forth, and it's a particular kind of discourse 

demand. Social communication -- kids with social communication difficulties have trouble with 

conversational discourse. Storytelling is also called what kind of discourse? Narrative. 

Narratives also play a big role in how we interact socially with each other. I'll bet since you've 

been at this conference, you have told a few stories to your colleagues and said, "Did I tell you 

about the time, I had a student the other day who did this." Those are stories. Those are 

narratives. Those are how we interpret the social situations of our lives. There also, of course, 

literature. All movies have to do with the human condition and how we handle problems, 

although now that we have superheroes, I'm not sure that we're really learning that much 

about how human beings handle problems. But then there is the informational text, what's that 

called? Expository. So exposition is different. It has to do about facts, it's organized differently. 

And they both have their structures. And then there are a lot of different sub-structures, 

different kinds of narratives, et cetera. But kids with autism spectrum disorders may sort of 

resonate with a different kind of discourse pattern than kids with specific language impairment. 

Which are kids with autism spectrum disorders more likely to resonate to? Expository. They 

want to read about train schedules, you know? And particular information. I'm over-

generalizing, because you can -- actually, stories actually help, are one of the strategies to help 

kids with autism. Spectrum disorders interpret social circumstances.  
 

 

But yeah, we have expectations in second grade that kids can recount stories. They can 

determine their central message, lesson or moral. Describe how characters in a story respond 

to major events and challenges -- a mature narrative almost always has a problem. That's why 

when we gather story probes, we like to ask kids to tell a story about a problem and what 

happens, and not to think that they have to have done something wrong. Informational text -- 

at the upper grades, 9 to 12 -- by now, they should be able to determine the meaning of 

symbols and key terms, and other domain-specific words. So we hear about discipline-specific 

literacy. The language of Math, the sentence structure of Math is different from the sentence 

structure of Science, is different from the sentence structure of literature. And kids have to 

have this ability to realize that you can say the same information in multiple different ways. 

There are reasons why we do that, and how we communicate. But kids have to get familiar with 

different ways of doing that. And again, I'm going to suggest that helping them write in 

different genres can be a way to help them do that. Whether you're the Language Arts teacher, 

or whether you are the Science teacher, and you can do that together. You can collaborate.  
 

 

So one of the things in helping kids begin to understand macrostructure, or the higher-level 

structure of discourse, is to show them how it maps out, because they can maybe grasp this 



organizational structure, if you help them see sort of the visual relationship among these 

different concepts. So this is Carol Westby -- based on Carol Westby's work. But there are just 

lots of different ways of organizing informational text. But one common structure is super 

ordinate, subordinate -- especially in Science. A procedural sequence is very common in Art and 

Math discourse. Compare and contrast is another common thing in Social Studies, or in Science, 

Language, antecedent consequence. And I just put, this was a fourth grade classroom we 

worked in with Writing lab, and we were in there during their Science time. And just looking in 

the back of one of their chapters, how is the -- first of all, look at the vocabulary of this. I'm 

teaching apple and orange, and they're teaching, how is the crust under the ocean different 

from the continental crust? I'd better get my act together and coordinate and be relevant to 

what they need. But it's a compare-contrast kind of question. There's a hierarchical descriptive 

kind of question, antecedent consequence. There are different kinds of questions. And you 

have to get kids to think about, what are they asking you? Are they asking you about cause and 

effect here? Antecedent consequence is another way of saying that.  
 

 

So how can we teach kids who are out of--this is so far beyond them. Do you ever feel 

overwhelmed? What on earth am I going to do? And especially as a Special Ed teacher, is my 

job to get them ready to pass a test? Or is it to help them understand any of the concepts, at 

least a little bit? Well, that's where I think our keynote speaker was talking about processes. We 

get more bang for the buck if we're going to try to teach them some processes and skills, even if 

they don't pass that particular test. Or maybe we can modify the expectations on a test. But 

this is a way that I've tried to work with kids with concept-level difficulties, is to try to 

understand how the language of textbooks can be rewritten in different ways to mean the 

same thing, because you've got to get down to the underlying concepts that it's representing.  
 

 

So semantic hierarchies are often organized with an is-a, has-a, kinds-a. There is a definitional 

kind of statement of the concept that you're trying to help kids' development. There's a part-

whole, they have these kind of features that represent what they are. And they also have 

different exemplars, or examples of each.  
 

 

So I have an example here that was taken from a second grade text on what is a blue whale. 

And one way you could answer that is, you could answer it, it's the largest mammal on earth. 

You could also ask the question, what's the largest mammal on earth? And what would the 

answer be? It's a blue whale. But our kids with special needs, especially with comprehension 

deficits, often don't see those as even being related to each other. You have to show them that 

these are reciprocal and mean the same thing. And this is the text that that was drawn from, 

and this is kind of what the chart might look like, only it would be handwritten. I would have the 

child helping to write some of the pieces there so they can construct the meaning, and we 



would do this together. And then we would ask backwards and forwards questions. We might 

add some details, and as they get more mature. And the idea is that they're learning about how 

texts are constructed, and that they are supposed to understand what they read. At the 

sentence level, there is a lot going on, and I wished I had not put on the Continuing Ed 

questions that I wrote for you, what is a T-unit, but I did. I don't know if any of you are going to 

be answering those questions, but here's one of them. A T-unit is a way that we measure 

syntactic complexity for school-aged kids. And it's important that we do so, because if you think 

about different kinds of maturity and sentence construction, one way you can appear to be 

more mature is, if you just simply string together a bunch of main clauses. So if you said, "The 

boy went to the store and he bought some bread, and he brought it home, but it wasn't the 

right kind of bread, so he went back to the store." Where does that sentence begin and end? 

And how complex is it? It's really not that complex, because "and," "but" or "so" -- those are 

coordinating conjunctions. They just coordinate a bunch of simple sentences. And it may not be 

complex at all.  
 

 

But what if we said we take a simple sentence, and everything that's embedded in it -- so, the 

boy went to the store to buy the kind of bread that his mother said she wanted when she told 

him that it was time to go to the store, could he please do it? Okay, that's a whole bunch of 

information backed syntactically into one sentence. And now if we say a T-unit is that one main 

clause, and everything that's packed into it that can't stand on its own, so it would be like a 

"who clause," a "that clause," a "when" or an "if clause," does that make sense? And the easiest 

way to do it is to practice. I'll show you a couple of examples in a little bit.  
 

 

So one of the ways that we can measure syntactic complexity in kids' expressive language is to 

look how many words they get into a T-unit. Or we can look for how much content they pack 

into a T-unit, and I'll show you how we do that with TILLS. Another way, though, that we often 

overlook when we're thinking about syntactic complexity, we're often only thinking about 

whether or not there are extra clauses and phrases, and words per T-unit, et cetera. If you 

really look at a piece of text, there is a lot of complexity that kids have to learn. And they learn 

it automatically. And that's why we as teachers don't notice it sometimes, because kids -- 

because we learned it automatically. And we just understand language. We don't realize how 

hard it is for our kids to understand language, how hard it is to unpack it. And that's because it's 

not all in one sentence. It's referencing something that came a sentence before or a sentence 

before that. So when you're sitting side-by-side with a student trying to help them realize how 

to make sense of a complex set of text, you may have to say, "Oh looky here, it says something 

about, 'these Asian countries.' What is that about?" And you kind of need to do this kind of -- 

we used to call it our "Colombo routine," although I'm not sure that works with current age 

range. [LAUGHTER] Do you guys remember Colombo? How he was always bumbling around and 

stumbling on information? Okay. So what's that refer to? So you're side-by-side with the kids 



when you're trying to read, you read a section of text with them, or you have them read it, it 

doesn't matter. I mean, yes, it does matter, it depends on your goals for the session, and 

whether you're the speech language pathologist, maybe, or the reading teacher, you might 

have different goals. But you sit and you read a piece, and then you go, "Hmm. What does that 

mean? Who is "these?" Who are these men? I don't even -- what's that refer to?" And what 

you're trying to do is to see whether or not the child can point out that these men came two 

sentences before, what they're referring to. And maybe they don't have any idea to start with. 

So you frame those cues for them, and you're now helping them see, oh, I'm supposed to make 

sense of that. I'm not supposed to just read so it sounds nice. There's actually meaning there.  
 

 

So these are some ways. By referencing, ellipsis, lexical substitution, where you can put the 

same concept in different words, conjunction or transition -- those are all things that kids are 

going to have to learn. This came from Halliday and Hasan many years ago.  
 

 

Here is a little more about that T-unit thing that I brought up. The main clause plus the 

subordinate clause is attached or embedded into it. And then what you want to do is, you look 

for these coordinating conjunctions and see whether or not there's a subject and a verb, a noun 

phrase and a verb phrase, that can stand alone. If so, it's the beginning of a new T-unit. And, 

"He went to the store" -- that would be a new T-unit. "He asked if he could help his mom." "If 

he could help his mom" -- is that a new T-unit? No, because that's part of the other sentence. 

It's stuck onto it. I know, that's too much to expect for now.  
 

 

So let's look at this piece of text. Get out a ruler -- I'm having a little trouble reading from the 

side here -- get a ruler out and measure that. Blue whales can weigh as much as 90 to 150 tons -

- as much as -- okay. So could they weigh less than that? Right? They could weigh less, right? 

And you know that because you know what "as much as" means. But if kids don't know that, 

they're already lost. "With a body that big" -- there is a subordinate clause -- "you might think 

that whales eat other big animals." Okay. What's going on here? This is a discourse device, 

trying to get you to think about, okay, this is going to be about what they eat, but it's a weird 

way to go about it, right? Actually, these enormous -- so you have to know the meaning of the 

word "enormous" -- mammals eat tiny -- that's a key part of this -- organisms. What on earth 

are organisms? Like -- now here's an example, but does it help -- like plankton and krill, which 

they filter through baleen plates.  
 

 

Okay, so what I'm suggesting is that we take a minute with our kids and try to put ourselves in 

their place and understand what they have to do in order to make sense of some text like that. 

Don't get overwhelmed by it, because you can. And it's magical. When you show a kid that they 



can understand really hard text and really hard words, and sometimes really hard words might 

be even easier for them to read than the so-called "simple words." You know, kids with dyslexia 

freak out when they see words like, "that," "what," "it is" -- those are the hardest words for 

them. But organism, krill, plankton -- those are more easily distinguishable. And all kids just love 

to know something that's hard. Always told my students, do not tell kids that something is easy. 

You tell them, "This is hard, but you can do it. I'm going to help you do this."  
 

 

Here's a piece of high school text. So high school Earth Sciences. I just highlighted the first 

sentence. Rivers and streams complete the hydrologic cycle by returning precipitation that falls 

on land to the oceans." Figure, 10.1. So how would you help a child learn to make sense of 

that? And why can taking one sentence apart, it's like teaching them to fish instead of giving 

them fish. You're showing them the process of how to take it apart. And here's where I would 

get them to diagram what they think that means, sit back and then try to see what they think it 

means, because you're going to get a concept of their mapping of those vocabulary concepts 

and those relational concepts, because syntax is about the relations between things.  
 

 

So we get so hung up in trying to teach rules and patters and stuff. What we should do is take 

some meaningful language and show kids how to make sense out of it. Okay, this is just a very 

commonly-referenced material by Isabel Beck and McKeown -- anyway, about helping kids 

realize that they need to know what words are. So you can put it on a continuum and say, 

"What do I know about this word?" It's rare that kids either know a word or don't know a word. 

Anybody ever take the vocabulary test at the back of the Reader's Digest? Okay, my husband 

and I, before he died, he could always beat me at it. It just made me so mad. We would do that 

each time. And I was, like, "I know something about the meaning of that word, but it's nowhere 

in any of these choices." [LAUGHTER] So you realize, then, that it's not like an all or none 

concept of knowing a word. You know something about a word. You know something about 

what it relates to. You know whether it's like a positive valence or a negative valence. And 

that's how kids learn words, too. Our brains are amazingly set up for learning vocabulary. And 

what happens, I've sometimes used the metaphor of the dry sponge. You know, when your 

kitchen sponge is dry, it sort of -- water beads up on it. You have to moisten the sponge to 

begin to have it absorb. And that's what happens with our kids with disabilities. Vocabulary is 

huge. Vocabulary for hearing-impaired kids is one of the biggest issues that they have to deal 

with. And so how can we get them to need words, and to need different words? This, again, is a 

place with a Writing lab approach. When kids are writing and trying to influence what their 

peers think, they need words. And they start absorbing words, and noticing words when they 

read, that might be particularly meaningful.  
 

 



So we have this sort of pattern of very common words, common and [INAUDIBLE]. But even 

here, our kids with language impairments may have misconceptions in so-called common 

words, especially for things like "center," and "over" and "under." One of our subtests on the 

TILLS looks at that. And I'm going to be running out of time, if I'm not careful.  
 

 

Okay, so I want to talk about a tool, some tools here for formal assessment. One is a screening 

test, and we just now have this out -- thank you. And it's a student language scale. You get a 

tablet of these in your TILLS kit. But we haven't had a manual that goes with it that tells you 

how to use it for screening until, like, a week ago, I got my copy of this. And they have some at 

the booth if you get interested in this. But you can use it for multiple purposes. And the main 

thing I want to focus on today is not the screening purpose, but I do want to show you how it 

works for screening. It works to get parent input in deciding what to prioritize in your IEP. That's 

what I want to emphasize for this presentation that focuses more in intervention, is knowing 

what the parents and the children themselves prioritize is really important when you're 

deciding how to use the precious little time that we have, and what to focus on most.  
 

 

So that just -- I'll show you the structure of this a little bit. It has these three sections. It has this 

Likert scale that you ask the child, you ask the child, the teacher and the parent, or you can ask 

others, how this child performs relative to other children of the same age. Are they really not 

good? Circle one. If they're very good, circle a seven. Or they might be somewhere in between. 

And parents can generally fill this out independently. Students, I fill it out with them. But 

they're -- mostly you just have to keep them on the right row. The first eight items correspond 

closely to the structure of the TILLS. And then there's the second section that has to do with 

other kinds of areas that might be like Gardner's intelligences -- you know, how good is the 

child -- how easy is the way we ask it -- I can't remember the order here -- art, dance, music, 

mechanical -- like putting things together, taking them apart -- sports. So things that are not 

just language and literacy. And then we ask them about listening, talking, reading, writing. And 

then we ask what are the hardest among those, so they should not be the same, and what 

everybody is thinking. And then we ask what one thing would be most likely to help this child 

do better at school, and that's a really good way to help prioritize.  
 

 

Now, the screening purpose surprised me. And that is, there is a criterion. If you take these first 

eight items, because these are two separate factors; the last four are in a separate factor. But 

the first eight are all part of language and literacy. And you draw a mental line between the 

four and the five, and you have any more than two circles below five -- that child failed the 

screening. I'm going to show you the sensitivity and specificity data for that in a minute.  
 

 



So here is a teacher rating on a second or a third grade student. Here's the line between four 

and five -- did that child fail? Yes. How about by the parent's standard, did that child fail? Yes. 

So you can just glance at it and know whether they met the pass-fail criteria. Now, this is the 

same child. A new teacher in fourth grade didn't get intervention -- now what? Uh-oh, it's 

gotten worse. And it's a different teacher rating, but compared to peers, we messed up by not 

seeing that child. This was a child that was in our longitudinal research study of kids when we 

were standardizing the TILLS.  
 

 

So what about sensitivity and specificity? Sensitivity is 61 out of 68 kids, by using -- applying 

those criteria, who we knew had language literacy disorders were identified by those criteria by 

their teachers. But here's -- this is just as important specificity. Ninety percent of the typical kids 

did not meet that criteria. That's really important, because you don't want your screening tool 

to pick up normal kids. So I'm as surprised, really, that it met the screening as well as it did. And 

then the parents here, 85 -- and your general rule of thumb is that it should be 80 or better. 

And parents are within that limit, too, the same criteria.  
 

 

So we have a tool here that you can use for screening. And it also correlates highly with their 

total TILL score. Now there are a couple of items; three and four have to do with things that 

show up in dyslexia. And so if those are the lowest, you may have a pattern here that suggests a 

pattern of dyslexia, as you guys are trying to figure out in your state, who has what kind of 

needs. And again, now the sound-word composite is highly correlated with the teachers, and 

not quite so highly, but significantly so for parents.  
 

 

And then the other items have to do with -- these two have to do with vocabulary. These have 

to do with using a story when listening, when telling a story, reading and writing a story that 

makes sense. So we use "story" as a kind of connected discourse that people can relate to. At 

one point, we had, like, 52 questions on this. How do you think the parents liked that? Not 

really. It was -- a focus group was very clear that that was too many. And it wasn't as accurately 

related to other things, either.  
 

 

Okay, the formal tool actually grew out of some informal practices that I've used over the years, 

and taught our students to use, in interviewing students, teachers, and parents. So you can try 

to get the same kind of information with a three-minute form that you have to arrange a 

special meeting for. I still like the special meetings, because there are a lot of good things you 

can get out of those. But here, what you're trying to do when you're interviewing is to get the 

participant, whether it's a teacher, a classroom teacher, you say, you know, you want me to 

work on direction following. Can you give me an idea of what kinds of things are difficult for 



him in direction following? And this is a way of thinking about the interview process. Part of it is 

their lists and labels, like, well, I think he's lazy. Or, I think he has an attention deficit. Okay. 

What do you do when somebody says, "I think he's lazy"? You go, "You know, kids would do it if 

they could." They learn those apps, don't they, over time, because they know that they'd rather 

be not lazy than stupid. And they're a little afraid that they might be stupid. So you want to ask 

them -- now you ask for the story. When was the last time that you felt like your child was being 

lazy? What was going on? And you want to get them, the teacher or the parent, to begin to 

analyze with you, what are the things that make the child go into that, after that routine?  
 

 

And so Dan, in this example, said, "You know, school is just boring." And Mary, his clinician said, 

"Well, when was the last time you felt bored?" I think I have the whole thing here. You know, 

"Are you bored with the assignments that are given, that sort of things? What types of things? 

What are boring?" He just says, "Sometimes it's boring. Well, sometimes she gives out 

something, I don't know." And so Mary says, "Well, let's think about today when you were in 

school." So this is a really important little technique to use. This is not just incidental. She had 

him think of a particular time, a story, an anecdote, to change the discourse, and now she can 

get an idea of what's really going on. And he says, "Tell me about that." He says, "We were 

doing Math, and I had no idea what to do, so I was bored, I guess." Do you see how magical that 

is on more than one level? One is, he owned his own issue, and two, he labeled it, and he made 

a connection between why he was bored. Because he was -- now we can go forward. We can 

say, "You know, sometimes that language in Math can be so hard." But I think we can figure it 

out together. Okay, and then we can ask, "If you could just change one thing, what would that 

be?"  
 

 

So we structured the TILLS on this model to try to assess sound-word level. And at the 

beginning, I thought vocabulary, because their word-level items might fit here. And then these 

sentence discourse level. And we tried to get all four modalities represented and set up parallel 

tasks, three non-word tasks, so we could compare across modalities, and see where the 

breakdown was occurring. So I'm just going to quickly share with you some of the way that we 

assess these different levels. So assessing the sound-word level, there's a phonemic awareness 

task where we say we have some pretend words. It's an [INAUDIBLE] task where you take off 

the first sound of the word. If the word is "bip" and we remove the first sound, "bip" becomes 

what? Ip. If the word is "stig" and we take away just the first sound, "stig" becomes --  
 

 

>> Tig.  
 

 



>> Tig. However, what do kids say? "Ig," often. So that gives you a chance to kind of coach them 

on -- you don't say, "just the first letter." You just say, "No, just the first sound." Okay. And then 

here are the three non-word tasks. There's a non-word repetition that you upload onto your 

computer, and then have the computer read it. For hearing-impaired kids, this is huge. They 

have a lot of difficulty with non-word repetitions, one of their lowest. They have similarly, then 

you go back and have them say, "Now I'm going to have you spell those same words." Again, 

you'd deliver it over the computer, and then they're representing -- this is actually a hearing-

impaired child's rendition. He was really into the I-N-G. I don't know if you can say it, 

"gustoding." And he spelled "gid," "gustoding," standard, "sidoning" -- anyway, vilding he kind 

of got close at. And then non-word reading comes later, and you read "redicament," or some of 

the higher-level words, you know, "pathonia," "endergapable," et cetera. Do you notice that 

there are real morphemes in here? So if kids have some morpheme knowledge, it will help 

them score better, okay, so we're trying to do multiple things.  
 

 

Then the written expression, reading real words -- we assess reading fluency by how many 

words they can read fluently out of an age-appropriate story, so there are different stories for 6 

to 7-year-olds, 8 to 11, 8 to 10-year-olds, I think, and two other levels. This is -- I've just left 

some of it out. The principal's daughter, we have a principal, the principal has a daughter. And 

you just mark words that are read fluently -- that means without hesitation, without sounding 

out. So it's not a timed test, but time influences the score. So it's words that the kids can just 

automatically see and read.  
 

 

Then the written expression test, one of the hardest, but one of my favorite to develop was the 

written expression. And now this is real-word spelling, but we also get a sentence score and a 

discourse score. So now we show them an example. We say, here are some more facts that tell 

a story about a little dog. And we read it to them. The little dog, there was a dog, he was little, 

he was brown, he was white. A car almost hit him, it was in front of our school. He was scared, 

he was okay. And we say, that's okay, but it sounds kind of choppy. Here, I'm going to show you 

how somebody put those facts together into a story that sounds less choppy and more 

interesting. A little brown and white dog almost got hit by a car in front of our school. He was 

scared, but he was okay. Do you see what we're doing? We're modeling a sentence combining 

task. So the child is going to get credit for words spelled correctly and formulated correctly -- 

formed correctly -- and also get credit for the number of content units per T-unit. That's one 

reason T-units are important. And then also the number of fact that they contained in the story.  
 

 

So this is a child who has really pure dyslexia, 10-year-old. He got all the facts. So this is circling 

the facts, except two. So he had 18 out of 20 facts that gave him a standard score of 10, which 

is right -- this is, like, 10 is the mean, and standard deviation of 3. Then the sentence score; he 



had an average of 2.7 content units, because we counted the T-units. Let's see if I have time to 

do this with you. I'm going to do this with you. We're going to read it, and I just want you to 

hear where the slashes go, because you have this sense in your language systems of what is a 

main clause, you may not realize you have. Okay. So we're going to read it together, read it out 

loud with me. And also, pay attention, if you can, to the kind of spelling errors that he makes.  
 

 

>> The principal has a daughter who wants to be a clown.  
 

 

>> Slash. Okay.  
 

 

>> When she came on Monday to our school --  
 

 

>> There's no period there --  
 

 

>> -- she had makeup, a wig and a ball that was big and red on her nose.  
 

 

>> Slash. So he packed -- do you see how many content units? He packed a lot of content units 

into that one T-unit, which is maybe a little awkward, but we're using English teacher 

standards. I mean, we're using language standards, not English teacher standards.  
 

 

>> That stuff made her looked scary.  
 

 

>> Slash.  
 

 

>> She walked into a class with young children.  
 

 

>> Slash.  
 

 

>> Since she looked scary, some kids cried because they were scared.  
 

 



>> Okay, slash. So I want to point out that "because" is a subordinate conjunction, "but" is a 

coordinate conjunction. So "because" stays in the same T-unit, okay? That's more complex. It's 

learned a little later.  
 

 

Okay, notice that he said, "Make her looked scary." He wouldn't have made that morpheme 

error in his oral communication. He makes it in his spelling. And the words, by the way, remain 

in front of them while they do it, so he might have copied it from the, "She looked scary." But 

look what he did with "on." Just O. B is just the letter B. You know, he's using some very 

immature spelling strategies. Then the principal's daughter took off her wig -- slash -- the 

children were happy to see Sarah, who they knew. "Who" is spelled H-O-W twice. And this is a 

10-year-old kid who gets straight A's, okay? He doesn't qualify. And that's why parents have 

objected, and kids need some instruction in how words are constructed. Okay. Then we have a 

digit span forward and backward task. How do you assess the sentence discourse level? Very 

tricky. We want to have more than one kind of discourse. We want narrative discourse. We 

want expository discourse. The problem with trying to assess expository discourse is, you are 

measuring what the kids know, right? And we don't want to do that in a language test. This is a 

test of their language ability. So what we did is, we took the kind of complex syntax that is in 

expository texts, and we mirrored it in these little stories, where we asked the kids to answer, 

to listen to our little story, and then if the story tells you the answer is "yes," say "yes." The 

story tells you the answer is "no," say "no." But if the story doesn't really tell you the answer, 

you have to say, "maybe." And that's kind of unusual.  
 

 

So what are we trying to assess there about comprehension? One of the things is that about 

even teaching comprehension, is awareness. I think our speaker earlier said something about 

how important it is for kids to be aware, whether they knew the answer or not. And we want 

them to be aware whether there's enough information to answer definitively, yes or no. That's 

higher-level comprehension. And we're also assessing a lot of these cross-sentence boundary 

kind of concepts I showed you earlier. In addition, we have a story retelling task. So we get -- 

we read them a narrative, they're two age-appropriate levels, and then we ask them to retell 

the narrative. And we're just looking there for the content to be incorporated in the retelling. In 

the comprehension measures, then let me show you the example. You give listening 

comprehension first, and you must give listening comprehension before reading 

comprehension. To be able to use the reading comprehension score, you can't give it by itself, 

because we standardized it with listening always coming before reading, because that's how 

the kids learn the format of the task.  
 

 



So I want to show you a couple of items where referencing, where two new territories each, so 

two new territories each means each one of these territories, but we're assessing whether kids 

get that, ellipsis substitution, et cetera.  
 

 

So here's the practice item. Theresa has a gray and white kitten that likes to play with string. 

The kitten's name is Fluffy. Is Theresa's kitten black? Is that what it says? And the answer is, no. 

Does Theresa's kitten like to play with string? Yes. And you can say, when you're coaching, 

yeah, the story told us that. Here's another question. Does Theresa have a dog? And what are 

most kids likely to say? No, because you didn't mention anything about a dog. And that's your 

chance to coach them and say, "Well, you know, could Theresa have a dog? Because it didn't 

really say whether she did or didn't, right?" And so you want them to get -- and maybe I have 

only known one or two kids who couldn't get that concept. It's surprising. And we tested some 

kids with cognitive impairments in this group.  
 

 

But here is an example. The guy who makes the pizza crust can toss it in the air and catch it. But 

last night he had a little accident. He ended up with pizza dough hanging on his head. And then 

the first question is, "Is the pizza maker always successful?" There was nothing in that story 

about being successful or not. But there was. He had a little accident. You have to know that a 

little accident is incompatible with being successful, to know that you can answer that question 

"no." You see how it works, and how this is a different kind of comprehension test? And you 

can compare reading comprehension with listening comprehension, because they're parallel 

tasks. Reading comprehension -- if the child can't read accurately all but six words in the first 

story, you don't give it, and you just give him a zero. You do still score. But the reason they got 

zero is why? Because they couldn't decode well enough. And that happens with young kids.  
 

 

Other discourse level tasks, sentence discourse. There's a following directions task, where we 

use a lot of complex syntax like would appear in Math. And we have the kids cover up the items 

and then listen to the item. So we would read number eight. "If there is an arrow pointing 

down, draw a circle under the moon. If not, circle the star. Go." And then have the child move 

it. So they can't visually rehearse, because they're not looking at these things. They have to do 

it auditorally. So it's a little more challenging. Then about 15 minutes after the first time, when 

we have them tell the story, we ask them to retell the story again. And some kids can't even 

remember what the story was, and they come -- but most kids do better, actually, the second 

time around.  
 

 

Social communication -- we say we're going to act out a scene. And he's an example. Rachel -- 

or if it's a boy, you read "Ron" -- wants to politely turn down an invitation to a party. She thinks 



it will be boring. What do you think Rachel would say? So the little girl says, "Well I'd really like 

to come to your party. I'm afraid I can't come to your party," something like that. You're going, 

"Oh, okay," you know, she's got this. "I think it will be boring." [LAUGHTER] So you score both 

for, do they get the concept, the communication intention? And do they get the pragmatics, 

right?  
 

 

Here's another example. This is the same task, and only get the other two scores out of it. 

Here's a different child. This one only got three, four content units. "A girl -- grail -- came to our 

school. She was looking like a clown. All the kids were scared, and they know it was Sarah." I 

mean, kind of got the gist, but he's got other reasons that he's not getting very much of the 

content end of the story. So he gets a low discourse score, average, kind of low-average 

sentence score, and a low word score.  
 

 

Here's another one. Vocabulary's an oddball. And actually, which do you think it loads more 

with? I've kind of gave you a hint about this before, sentence discourse or sound-word 

structure? It's sentence discourse, because it has to do with meaning. Doesn't that make sense, 

when you think about it? So the way we test this is, we ask kids to find two different pairs of 

words. So this is the sample item, one of the sample items. The other one has a double meaning 

word in it, for light, feather and sun, I think. And so we have kids give us two words that go 

together and tell why, and then two words that go together in a different way, and tell why. 

Now think about your kids on the autism spectrum. They're going to have trouble shifting set. 

They get stuck in one way of thinking about it, and then they have trouble getting the second 

pattern. Bat, owl and eagle -- bat and owl go together, because they're both -- I can't believe 

how many kids know "nocturnal." They say "nocturnal." And owl and eagle, because they both 

have feathers, or they're both birds.  
 

 

So there are some kind abstract concepts there. One of the things we were trying not to do was 

just look at vocabulary volume. And that's because it's so sensitive to socioeconomic level, and 

cultural difference. I mean, we tested out all these items to make sure that they were as limited 

in bias as they could be. But what we're trying to get at there is, their semantic relationship. 

Can they see these semantic relationships? Some are part-whole, some are categorical. Some 

are functional. And see if they can describe them, and then shift and see a different one. And 

that's a little more like academic vocabulary, what they have to do in the curriculum.  
 

 

So this is just where -- this was my happiest day. My happiest dance day, other than when we 

got news of getting the federal grant that was going to allow us to standardize. These -- 

actually, these sound-word level factors, these clearly hang together. And you know that 



because they all have a score of point four or above, and very low scores over here on the 

second factor. And this set, story, reading, vocabulary, listening comprehension, reading 

comprehension, following directions, social communication -- all load clearly on factor two and 

not on factor one. Now, vocabulary has a little bit of sound-word structure knowledge, and so 

does reading comprehension, which doesn't really surprise you took much, right? Remember 

that several of you were reading? That's going to play a role. So this says, we're measuring what 

we thought we were measuring. And if you measure this and you get these scores for your kids, 

you can have a sense that, yeah, they're good in this. Or this is an area of strength, this is not an 

area of strength. And that'll help you know what to do to help them best. And this is what the 

score sheet looks like. If you do use our test, please go online and use Easy Score. You plug in 

the numbers and it comes up. You don't have to look up all the stuff, and introduce some 

errors. So there's an online -- I think I have a picture of it. If you go TILLS Test, you'll go to a 

website where there's a bunch of little videos and things like that. But it's TILLS Easy Score, is 

EasyScore.com, and it'll allow you to just add in the numbers populate this whole form for you. 

And depending on the age level of the child, for 6 to 7-year-olds, there are a different set of 

subtests than for 8 to 11-year-olds that are most discriminative. And you get the best sensitivity 

and specificity by applying these subtests with each of those age levels. And we show you what 

the sensitivity and specificity is for each of the levels. It's golden with eight-year-olds, and it's 

really good with older kids, too. Ten-year-olds are weird, for some reason. And we're not the 

only ones that have found that. [LAUGHTER] I'm actually fostering my four grandchildren, who 

are 13, 10, 8 and 7. And 10-year-olds are weird. She's adorable, though.  
 

 

So then we can do this profile. And we can figure out whether they're in one of these quadrants 

more than another. So I put a couple of case examples in here. Here's a 7-year-9-month-old 

first grader. He had a history of articulation difficulties. He's working on L, and he's getting tier 

two help for reading. And this is his TILLS profile. Now in the profile, we reorganize. Oral 

language is on the left, written language is on the right. And each side has a sound-word level 

and a sentence discourse level in the darker color. So sound-word level, this little boy is below 

the gray area, which is -- this is seven. So his standard score is lower on phonemic awareness, 

non-word repetition. And we put digits forward and backward in that section as well. Backward, 

he's right on the normative line. Look at this. His oral sentence discourse level scores are 

where? They're all within normal limits. So comprehension expression kind of a language 

problem? Not seeing it there. At that -- now, look at his written language sound-word level -- 

ooh, non-word reading is very low. Reading fluency is lowest. Non-word spelling is not so hot, 

but he's young. So nobody's very good at it, you know, so it doesn't -- it'll probably get worse. I 

hate to say that. But reading comprehension is way down here. Now compare listening 

comprehension, up here, to reading comprehension down here. And is that the pattern of 

dyslexia that we were talking about? So this little boy is showing us a lot of things that suggest 

he needs special help. He may need -- it depends on the tier two service that he's getting, and 

how structured it is, based on phonics and word structure knowledge. It may or not be 



intensive enough for him. But we should at least be aware that he is scoring at the range. So if 

we add his scores together, he falls below 24, which is the cut score. Twenty-two -- yes, that's 

consistent. And his sound-word composite score, this is based with a mean of 100. And a 

standard deviation of 15 is really low, 48. And sentence discourse is pretty low, too. But 

remember his reading comprehension is real low, because of that reading decoding, so it's a 

little tricky there to interpret. So I think he does suggest a pattern that's typical of dyslexia.  
 

 

What would you do with him? Well, you would do some very explicit instruction on sound-word 

structure knowledge, and see where he is. Do some further assessment. Figure out -- show him 

these little chips and help him move them around, and point to "oo," and then say, "What 

sound does this letter make? -P- This one makes -T-, and point to it. Do you go backwards and 

forwards? And that's that parallel thing. It's not like you're doing one modality or another. 

You're teaching that brain to make these associations at this level. And it takes a lot of explicit 

direct instruction to do that, if that's the area of difficulty. And here's just some other examples 

of what you want to do.  
 

 

With a little older kids, you would want to try to get them to see these other patterns. Here's 

another boy. Now look at his pattern. Does he have comprehension difficulties and expression? 

Yeah. And he actually is a little better in phonemic awareness, and reading fluency. He was, in 

fact, getting reading fluency help. So you can get these artificial inflations. And his sound-word 

level score was, in fact, a 91. His sentence discourse was 65. He also qualifies in terms of -- I'm 

sorry -- is this cut score meets the eligibility as having a language literacy disorder, based on our 

standardization data. And is it consistent with the diagnosis of dyslexia? No. It's not dyslexia. 

This is more like a specific comprehension deficit. And what do you do with those kind of kids? 

Well, that's where you get into curriculum-based language assessment intervention. And in the 

second part, I'll talk a little more about it.  
 

 

I showed you kind of interviewing Dan about his Math. And since, again, this is on the test -- 

there are four questions of curriculum-based language assessment and intervention. You start 

with, you find a piece of the curriculum. So with Dan, what are we going to pull out? We're 

going to pull out part of his Math. And we're going to assess how he does with a Math problem. 

The first question: What does this Math language require you to do? You put yourself in there, 

choose. You read it or you listen to it, and you say, what would I have to do in order to do this 

problem? What language skills do I have to apply? That's the expected response. Now you say, 

"Dan, show me what you would do with this problem." Have him read it. Maybe he has 

decoding problems. So you might want to realize that you've got to deal with that some more. 

But maybe he decodes just fine, like our last child did. But he doesn't know what to do once he 



gets it. And I'll show you in a minute what another kid did. That's the observed response. You 

have them do it independently.  
 

 

So what does this student currently do? So again, let's review. First question: What does the 

task require? What does the student currently do? Third question is, how are you going to pull 

those two together? So you've got an expected response. You've analyzed the task. You've 

analyzed what the child currently does. Now you're going to try to think, how am I going to help 

this kid pull together and get this? What is he missing? Is he missing the concepts? Is he missing 

a strategy? What is he missing? And so that is, you're now analyzing -- your dynamic 

assessment is telling you what to teach. And then you think about, should you modify the task? 

Maybe he should be given fewer questions. This is probably a team decision. Should he be 

given fewer questions for each homework assignment, so you can actually get him through, so 

he understands what they mean? At least at the beginning. So these are things that we would 

try to do.  
 

 

So here's my example. Here's a problem for you. If there were five bike racks at the school, and 

each could hold five bikes, how many bikes could park at the school? All right, do that in your 

minds. Okay. If there were five bike racks at the school, and each could hold five bikes, how 

many bikes could park at the school? You would have -- it's what kind of a problem? You can 

see up there, multiplication problem, because of the "each." You have multiple things doing the 

same thing. Although my first year-old granddaughter is doing those ten-frame things, and I'm 

going, I can't do first grade Math anymore! But anyway, I'm sure it helps them, but I haven't 

learned how yet. [LAUGHTER] I didn't mean a political statement. Dynamic assessment, then, is, 

what do you do? And he goes, "Ten." And you say, "Well, show me how you did that." And he 

shows you five -- he just took two numbers and did something with them. And that's a very 

common thing. Or kids try to remember if you said "and," that it has to be added. They're trying 

to remember these esoteric rules that are just so confusing to them. You want them to 

represent the language. And here's how to do it. First, draw the problem, then do the math. So 

you want to teach them to use, like, a stick figure thing, to draw the pattern out. And please 

notice that it took me a while to animate this. There are five bike racks and five bikes on each 

rack. Anyway, so and then we made this scaffolding aid for him, so that we could help him. And 

gave him some self-taught.  
 

 

So I'm going to talk a little bit about the Writing lab approach in the next one. I want to give 

time for if there might be a question or two -- we've got a minute or two left -- about things I've 

talked about in this session.  
 

 



Thank you guys for being here, and being a great audience. Thank you! [APPLAUSE] 

 


